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Rabid fans revealed! 
What makes them tick, 
what ticks them off. 
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ULTIMATE GOAL 


Shape the face of the new world. 
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THE LIGHTNING WAR THAT STARTED IT ALL... 
LEAD IT YOURSELF THIS SEPTEMBER 2005 AS 


SEQUEL TO THE INTERNATIONALLY ACCLAIMED BLITZKRIEG WORLD WAR II RTS 


>. 


ЖҮ Gelassa И Moscow. kassia. ТЫЛ E 








Call jor and guide devastating air l'ollow up the old fashioned way by Assign and pramote battlefield 90 single- and multi-player 
support to sollen up your eneiny OF leading over 250 unique armor, commanders fo pain specialized Missions in гес massive 
lu protect your troups. artillery and infaniry unit types, factical skills, campaigns... or use the included 


editor to build your own. 


^... one of the most, if not the most, historically 
accurate World War II real-time strategy games ever." 
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Avatars Unmasked 


Glitz and gear notwithstanding, 
massively multiplayer online 
games are mostly the sum of 
their players, for better or for 
worse. Why do people play? Why 
do people leave? These are some 
of the big questions, and here are 
some of the answers. 


Tet Tales 


The sequel to the definitive 
Vietnam game Vietcong tells the 
other side of the story. By Tom Chick 


Java Blues 


Rockstar and the ESRB get burned 
by the *Hot Coffee" mod for San 
Andreas; a two-week saga of 
media grandstanding, PR 
mishaps, and full frontal nudity. 
By Steve Bauman 


Bountiful Lute 


Fans of the original Bard's Tale 
probably won't care for the 
modern remake, but it delivers 
plenty of whacked-out hacking 
and slashing. By Aaron R. Conklin 


Cruisin the 
Apocalypse 


Auto Assault kicks road rage up a 
notch. Baml. By Adam Fleet 


Magnificent Seven 


Capcom's Killer 7 demonstrates 
there's more to a game than just 
the game. By Tom Chick 
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Tanks A Lot 


| This month, the demas are big. As in 300MB ar 


greater big. The question-of-the-month 15 whether 
реаріе would prefer a DVD over the current CD. lf 


the three people who read this text and recelve tha 
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CD would be so kind as їо Jet us know which they'd 
prefer, it would be much appreciated. So back to this 
month: Codename Panzers: Phase ll, and 7-72: 
Balkans on Fire. Ап RTS and a sim. Both feature 
tanks, Enjoy. 
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Wage war with new units for 
each existing race 


Command an all new race across 
harsh winter environments 
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Get your Free trial issue of Now Playing Magazine, 


by going to www.nowplayingmag.com, the premiere 
publication for pop culture enthusiasts. 


With each issue, readers get the inside scoop on 
up-and-coming entertainment products and trends 
before the mainstream public. Stay “plugged in" and 
ahead of the curve with Now Playing Magazine- 
the pop culture magazine for Generation Now! | 
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An eye-opening and inspirational night of nd J and gaming, starring Mr. Potter and Mr. James 


f“ n July 15th, | walked downtown to the local 
| | Borders to observe the phenomenon that was 
J the midnight selling of Harry Potter and the 
Half- Blood Prince. | feel somewhat disconnected 
from the pop-cultural impact of the series, as l've 
never read any of the books (they're on the list, 
somewhere between Lord of the Rings and Finnegans 
Wake), but the crowd was amazing, due both to its 
size and makeup. Burlington, Vermont only has 
around 30,000 people, but it seemed like half of the 
city was waiting in line to see what would happen 
next to Hocgwart's finest. It was a massive collection 
of the young and the old, the hip and the geeky, and 
one guy that looked like Dave Chappelle playing 
Rick James. Seriously. 

The first copy was sold to an attractive college- 
age woman. “I got the first one!” she yelled as she 
left the store, clutching the book in her hands like it 
was a backstage pass for a Dave Matthews concert. 
Watching someone unexpectedly react in such a 
way was amazing. It was as if someone cast, “Dispel 
Ironic Detachment” on her, leaving the pure joy of 
anticipation that everyone's (hopefully) experienced 
at some point from a part of pop-culture. "I'm going 
to read this until | finish or fall asleep; she said as she 
skipped away. 

Even if you're a "serious artiste(tm)" with little or 
no commercial pretensions, it's hard not to be jeal- 
ous of the way J.K. Rowling connects with her read- 
ers. Lord knows it's not easy to produce anything 
that generates that much anticipation, goodwill, and 
passion. | hope this magazine connects with some- 
one; hell, | hope someone other than my mother ac- 
tually reads the thing. 

Massively multiplayer games are the closest thing 
the computer game industry has to producing Harry 
Potter-like reactions. While there are passionate fans 
of DOOM, Final Fantasy, Age of Empires, or Mortyr, the 
zeitgeist around the average MMO reaches entirely 
different levels. There's passion and there's pain, but 
it's the sense of community and connectedness— 
the shared experience of hundreds or thousands— 
that puts MMOs closer to Harry Potter. 

As anyone that's played an MMO knows, the best 
things about them are the players; the worst things 
are also the players. Though I've never visited a Harry 
Potter message board, I'm sure there are plenty of 
people who revel in trolling the fans, trying to ruin 
whatever fun they're trying to derive from sharing 
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their experience of reading the books. In fact, that 
night at Borders there was a group of real-life 
"griefers, four annoying college-age students who 
dressed in “costume. (It mostly involved brooms 
they stuck between their legs in a literal dick-swing- 
ing contest.) It was as if they were there to feel supe- 
rior to the geeks waiting in line, and to try to ruin 
their evening. 

And no one paid any attention to them. Everyone 
was too busy sharing stories of the past books, and 
quessing the plot of the new опе, Despite my post- 
modern, way-too-ironic disposition, watching hun- 
dreds of people united and connected by a single 
piece of pop culture was inspiring. 

If only it was this easy to connect with other 
gamers online and ignore those who would try to 
ruin the experience. Since reading is a solitary expe- 
rience, it's nearly impossible for it to be screwed up 
by anyone else. MMOs are almost totally reliant on 
other players, and while it's easy to ignore people on | 
message boards or in chat channels, there's nothing | 
worse than being griefed by someone who's sole 
mission in life seems to be to ruin the game for you. 

It shouldn't be that way, right? "It's just a game?" 
Shouldn't we al! have thick skin from years of online 
abuse? We should be able to have conversations on- 
line where we regale each other with tales, and ig- | 
nore the 12-year-olds coming in to tell us how V». 
wrong we are for actually liking EverQuest, right? | 

Of course we should. Why should we let others 
ruin our fun? So that’s my new mission, to stop | 
being so affected by others in the world of gaming. | 

In addition to ignoring griefers, | also want to bet- | 
ter connect with the hobby of gaming in the same 
way the readers of Harry Potter connect with the 
books. As i get older, | find myself always fighting 
the jadedness that comes from having seen too 
much. Been there, done that, got the repetitive 
stress injury. | 

But the next time а new game l'm particularly in- 
terested in is released, i'm going to let myself get 
caught up in the anticipation just like the people 
that filled Borders that night. I'm going to be that 
cute college girl, that old man with the scraggly 
beard and the sad eyes, and that little kid with the 
plastic wand, the one propped up on her dad's 
shoulder and struggling to keep her eyes open just 
so she can get a glimpse of Harry Potter. 

i'm even going to be Rick James. $$ 
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"it was a massive 
collection of the 
young and the old, 
the hip and the 
geeky, and one guy 
that looked like 
Dave Chappelle 
playing Rick James. 
Seriously." 
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Fall Preview Guide 
І was reading the August 2005 issue, and to 
my disdain noticed you have a feature on 
the Xbox 360. l've never been, nor will | ever 
be, a console fan.! really don't care about 
the latest console action or console games 
coming out. 

What's the next issue filler going to be? 
Auto reviews?? 

Eric Kaercher 


Its a fair criticism, but we've covered every con- 
sole launch since the Sega Saturn and Sony 
PlayStation in 1995. And if someone wants to 
send теа Ferrari, l'Il review it. -ed 


o p e е f LL Г 4 

song of the East 

In the “Our Man in Japan" column in the 
August 2005 issue, Shou Suzuki describes 
the first five SaGa games, then states that 
none of them were translated into 
English. That's not true. SaGa I-IIl were re- 
leased on the Gameboy as Final Fantasy 
Legends HH. 

I spent many an hour of middle school 
tromping through those games, and it was 
interesting how well the two series 
meshed. Apparently, they were originally 
supposed to be set in the same world, 
Chocobos and all. 


Sean Duggan 
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Lowest Common 
Denominator 
Although Kevin Rice's August 
"Technicalities" column on a 
few new points in the PC gaming is/isn't 
dead debate, every article l've read on the 
topic misses one very important truth: As 
long as people have computers, they will 
want to play games on them. And people 
are going to want something better than 
Minesweeper and Solitaire. 

Patrick Sullivan 


What about Freecell, man. That's all | need. -ed 


90 Long, Sam 

It's about time someone (well, at least your 
magazine) spoke out about StarForce, and 
copy protection in general [Three Finger 
Salute, August]. 

It seems you can't post on a message 
board about disliking copy protection a lit- 
tle bit without being labeled a pirate. It's 
bad enough they're trying to take away our 
right to make backups. Is it so wrong to 
have a messy desk that eats CDs and spits 
them back out with a layer of evaporated 
pop on the bottom? 

OK, | may be convinced to clean my desk if 
they clean software of their copy protection. 
But there's no quarantee of keeping it clean. 

KobraKiller 


“It seems you can’t post on 
message board about disliking copy 
protection a little bit without being 
labeled a pirat 


tA IDP "p 

Mod Pariah 

Despite the failings pointed out in your re- 
view of Pariah, it has a great future on the 
PC, Just thinking about how many hours I'm 
going to spend modding it to fix its flaws 
brings a tear to my eye. 


Andrew Wheatley 


Just remember, dont go making any “Hot 
Coffee"-style sex game mods. -ed 


Four-Word Nudity 

In the"Four Word Reviews" in the August 
issue, | was surprised to see an amazingly 
inappropriate image. The use of the 
Nirvana, NWA, and Ministry album covers 
was actually a cool idea, but the topless 
woman doesn't belong in your magazine. | 
enjoy the risque things you've done in the 
past, but | don't think you need to до "all 
the way" like you did this time. 


Jan Camp 


The image in question is the cover of The 
Pixies’ CD "Surfer Rosa." It should have been 
censored, we regret the error, and apologize to 
anyone that was offended by its inclusion. -ed 
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Winner, Best RPG of ЕЗ P» | 
| 527% Pi y 
- Game Critics Award, GameSpot, IGN, GameSpy, 2 J ү; ! £- 
Xbox Evolved. Console Gold, Duily Game, Games Domain ; L Ж 


One look at Oblivion will shatter your | 
onceptions about what is possible in a 
| 


ideo game." 
- Ganelnformer 


- 


“Тһе biggest title for the cd 
Xbox 360, and the one I’m 


most looking forward to.”, 
- GamePro Magazine 


M 


Oblivion is, at this time; the best-looking 
ame I hav ever seen in my life.” 
— Nbax.com 


“To call the graphics ‘amazing sis 
an extraordinary understatement. д 
| poop, = Gamespy 
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Тһе RPG for the Next Generation 
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Look Sharpe 


By Justin McElroy 


A 





T Д ll hen people talk about their gaming heroes, what names nor- 
W mally spring to their lips? Shigeru Miyamoto? Will Wright? I'd 
like to talk about my personal videogame hero, Roger 
Sharpe. But first, | have to back up about 65 years. in 1941, there 
were no videogames. This was the golden age of time wasting. 
And Fiorello LaGuardia hated it. That wouldn't be a big deal ex- 

cept he happened to be the mayor of New York. 

In those days, pinball machines had a bad rap due to their 
placement in bars and clubs. LaGuardia, like many at the time, 
believed that pinball was a game of chance. And we all know 
what that's a euphemism for: gambling. So, LaGuardia gets a ban 
on pinball passed, and what does he do to celebrate? He beats 
defenseless pinball machines to death with a sledgehammer, 
and pushes others into the Fast River. 


"One night, he got a score that 
I’m incapable of expressing with 
rational numbers. That’s when 


the boredom set in.” 


Now, | have no way of proving this, but | like to believe that 
somewhere in that crowd of onlookers, a young boy named 
Roger Sharpe let a single tear slide down his face before swear- 
ing to God and Raymond Maloney that he would find a way to 
stop Fiorello LaGuardia. Sharpe isn't my hero because he got a 
high score in Galaga. He didn't design a hit videogame. He did 
something more. He fought (duh, duh) for your right (duh, duh, 
duh) to pinball. 

| have no idea what prompted his assault on the LaGuardia 
ban, but this is how | think it probably happened, with as many 
real facts included as humanly possible. Sharpe realized that the 
only way to reverse the ban was to prove it was a game of skill. 
And the only way to do that was to beat every member of city 
council's ass in pinball. 

As Sharpe was 10 feet tall, he threw a pinball table over each 
of his shoulders and kicked open the doors of the New York City 
Council chambers. It's said—and again, | can't validate this— 
that every member of the council simultaneously pooped their 
respective gowns as their powdered wigs flew off of their heads 
the moment they saw Roger Sharpe's supple wrists. At some 
point, there were also sparks. 

Sharpe threw the tables on top of the council's bench and 
began to play. One after another, the council members took their 
turns attempting to play Sharpe, each one failing even to propel 
their ball through the first chute. That was, until Bally Midway 
Williams, junior member of the New York City Council, took his 
turn. BMW, as hls friends called him, was the 1970 World 


Champion Pinball Player. Roger Sharpe began to sweat a5 BMW's 
score rose. His eyes darted around the court, attempting find a 
friendly face. There were none. His mind raced through the years, 
trying to find some image to propel him to a win, some time in 
his life when he felt truly inspired. 

His answer came from Fiorello LaGuardia. 

Time after time, blow after blow, Sharpe remembered 
LaGuardia beating that pinball machine. And Sharpe remem- 
bered, as fresh as the laundry, his promise to God. And that's 
when Roger Sharpe decided to play some pinball. 

Stories vary on what happened next. Some say it was lightning, 
some say Sharpe rocked so hard that his ball was ejected from the 
table, but this much is known: by the end, Bally Midway Williams 
was dead, and you could once more play pinball in the Big Apple. 

As | said, | don’t know how accurate this story is. But after 

Sharpe got all Jimmy Woods on the New York City Council, he 
began to get a little restless. Sure, 
he still fought for justice across this 
great land, but his pinball time be- 
came less satisfying. No ane could 
beat him, It's said that he once beat 

50 men in a pinball match at one 
time. (This is admittedly less impres- 
sive when you consider how hard it 
would have been for them to all reach 
the flipper buttons.) 

Sharpe knew what he had to do. He 
had always known. He had to create his 
own pinball table, designed to exploit his own weaknesses, so 
tiny as to be imperceptible to humans, That game was 
Sharpshooter. | know, could he make it more obvious? You might 
as well call it “Sharpe Shooter: The game specially designed to 
best the world's greatest living human, Roger Sharpe” This ma- 
chine was briefly sold to the public before it was discovered that 
no one other than Roger Sharpe could score higher than 17 on 
the table. When one young man lost his sight and left leg at- 
tempting to break 20, it was pulled from the market. 

But not even Sharpe's own game could keep his attention for 
long. One night, he got such a high score that I'm incapable of ex- 
pressing it with rational numbers. That's when the boredom set in. 

As Sharpe sat down to his evening meal of 16 Faberge eggs, in- 
spiration struck: It wasn't that he was too good for Sharpshooter. 
he was too good for pinball. The perfect game couldn't involve 
pinball, or even physics. Roger Sharpe had beaten physics. 

The perfect game had to be completely electronic. There was 
only one other game though, one other thing besides pinball 
that could fire his imagination: ping-pong. Electronic ping-pong. 

And now you know the rest of the story. Roger Sharpe in- 
vented videogames. And that's why he's my videogaming hero. 

For more, visit Justin's blog at getthesugar.blogspot.com 


nee 
Do you have something to say? So say itl Send all topics and/or campleted 
articles of no more than 800 words to editoricgoniine.comm, Articles inay 
be edited for space, or because we want to justify our existence by 
chopping your piece into little bits. 
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| Game experiance may 
change during online play. | 
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The sequel to the definitive Vietnam game Vietcong 
tells the other side of the story 8v TOM CHICK 


Developer Pterodon Publisher 2K Games Release Date Fall 2005 


It's Like: Another intense trip into the jungle 
The Buzz: You don't have to be American to 
make a Vietnam game, but some people 
think it helps, "Someone sent me a clipping 
from a magazine; says Jarek Kolar, one of the 
founders of Pterodon, the creators of 
Vietcong, which is arguably the first and best 
Vietnam shooter. “it was about how these 


и 


other people making their Vietnam game in 
America used the National Archives and how 
we couldn't do that over here [in the Czech 
Republic]. As if that is what makes it a 
Vietnam дате” Kolar says, laughing through 
his thick accent. (Oddly enough, during the 
demo, they introduce as a consultant a Czech 
historian who has access to historical archives 
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from when Communist Czechoslovakia was 
in contact with Communist Vietnam. The im- 
plication is that this will add authenticity to 
the campaign missions played from the 
Vietcong perspective.) 

Kolar is clearly disappointed that Vietcong 
didn't sell as well as the Vietnam games that 
came after it. He shakes his head in disap- 


pointment when asked about how often 
other games are credited with introducing 
things Vietcong already did: calling artillery 
strikes in Battlefield 215 very much like the 
radio operator in Vietcong, for example. And 
although the iron sights were done in a few 
mods before Vietcong, it was the first com- 
mercial release to make it such an integral 








part of the gameplay. And its medic came 
well before Medal of Honor: Pacific Assault 
touted it as an innovative feature. 

The sequel's new campaign is set during 
the Tet Offensive, in which the Vietcong took 
advantage of the Tet holidays to launch a 
major offensive against cities in South 
Vietnam at the end of 1968. The story begins 
with a group of soliders in Hue 
during the preparations for the 
holidays and follows them 
through the few frantic days of 
the offensive as they try to hold 
out and then secure approaches 
for reinforcements. Unlike the pre- 
vious game's wide-ranging mis- 
sions, the American campaign is 
tightly focused on a single place 
in a short span of time. 

You play a character named, be- 
lieve it or not, Daniel Boone, who's in charge 
of a conveniently multi-national and multi- 
ethnic group. There's Dutch, your engineer, 
the brash New Yorker; Stone, an African- 
American from New Orleans; Cobber, your 
Australian medic; and Tommyboy the ra- 
dioman. The cast might be disappointing to 
players who fondly recall the previous 
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A lot of the Vietcong campaign takes place in urban 


settings, during the Tet offense. 


game's characters, but Kolar says that you 
will meet them during Vietcong 2. 

This time, you've got more control over 
your squad, using an easy, single-button 
command interface similar to Brothers in 
Arms. Also new is the other side of the 
story, which was strangely absent in the 
first game, especially given the title. A 
Vietcong campaign tells a story intertwined 
with the American campaign. Kolar begins 
to cheerfully describe the precise course of 
events that connect the storylines, which 
involves having to rescue a priest held 
hostage who.... 

But someone from Take Two interrupts 
and explains that they want to keep certain 
parts of the storyline a secret until the 
game's release. 

The engine is the third iteration of what 
Pterodon has been using all along, but 
Kolar says the code has been completely re- 
written for rendering, networking, sound, 
Al, and physics, And although it doesn't 
hold up against the bleeding edge technol- 
ogy you see in Battlefield 2 and Half-Life 2, it 





has its share of fancy tricks. For instance, 
while laying prone on a slanted roof and fir- 
ing a target below you, you can see the 
shell casings ejected from your gun on the 
ground around you. This is normally no big 
deal, as plenty of games do ejected shells. 
But in Vietcong 2. they're actually sliding 
down the roof. 

Physics tricks aside, the basics of the level 
geometry are on par with, say, the latest 
Quake I! engine shooters. The jungle is stili 
an area enclosed by walls, and the city 
crawls are carefully orchestrated to shunt 
you through alleys, into conveniently 
placed basements, and along streets with 
fake doors. This engine is neither next-gen- 
eration, nor wide-open. But it is definitely 
an improvement since the original Vietcong, 
which had the rough-hewn feel of an 





Eastern European developer's homegrown 
technology. Now you'll be fighting in much 
larger areas, with more foliage, more de- 
tailed character models, and considerably 
more advanced special effects. 

There were various versions of the origi- 
nal Vietcong. The US version had blood, but 
no profanity. The German version had pro- 
fanity, but no blood. The UK managed to 
get the best (or worst, as it were) of both 
worlds. "Especially the American offices of 


` Take 2 were kind of horrified by the topic,” 


Kolar says, "Now there are a lot of Vietnam 
games on the market. This time, maybe 
they won't be so fearful.” So blood, profan- 
ity, and even racial slurs seem to be in full 
effect in the sequel. The word "оок, which 
many other Vietnam games avoided, is 
heard several times during the demo. The 
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INCOMING 


dialogue is liberally laced with 

F-words and S-bombs. After 

all, this same publisher 

brought you Grand Theft 
Auto—now they seem less shy 
about how a Vietnam game 
will be received. 

Multiplayer was a big part 
of Vietcong's draw and Kolar 
notes with pride that it still 
appears on Gamespy’s list of 
the twenty most popular on- 
line games. Although it does- 

| n't look like you'll be able to 
add bots to the multiplayer 
games, there will still be a co-op mode in 
which you play against the Al. The multi- 
player classes are more fleshed-out in 
Vietcong 2. The radioman can call in vary- 
ing strengths of artillery, from a single 
mortar tube all the way to an airstrike. But 
the more powerful! attacks take more time 
to arrive, This means it's relatively easy to 
drop a mortar shell where you want it, but 


Forgotten 
Heroes (ғ 


Even if you have heard 
of it, you've probably 
forgotten Flying Heroes. 1-55: 
Pterodon'sfirstgame 7 e 
published in the United | 
States was a first-per- 
son shooter that had elements of 
Crimson Skies, Magic Carpet, and Descent, 
all wrapped up in an imaginative world 
of flying teacups, blimps, and giant birds 
with gatling guns strapped to their 
backs. lt wasn't much of a commercial or 
critical success. Instead, it earned the du- 
bious distinction of being a "cult classic" 
(i.e., a few people liked it a lot). 
Pterodon's Jarek Kolar is strangely 
dismissive while discussing it, as if he 
himself has come to believe the lack of 
hype. He says it didn't sell well and did- 
n't open any new doors for the com- 
pany. But he also says it's not the game 
they originally set out to make. Flying 
Heroes was intended to be a living world 
in the tradition of Elite (this was from a 
time before the term "living world" was 
pre-empted by the term "Grand Theft 
Auto clone"). But as the realities of cre- 
ating it and finding a publisher became 
clear, Pterodon decided to focus on the 
combat. The result is still the best 
dragon-riding game you can find. 
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You сап still control the usual motley collection of soldiers in the 
American campaign. 


by the time your 155mm barrage arrives, 
the situation might change considerably. 
The radioman can see the countdown 
when he equips his radio, but the final ten 
seconds before the strike arrives are dis- 
played on everyone's screen. There's also a 
mark on every friendly player's minimap to 
warn of the incoming strike. 

Vietcong 2 wil! also mark the more helpful 
classes on the minimap, such as the medic 
and the engineer. The medic can drop 
caches of healing kits, and the engineers 
can drop ammo crates that will also appear 
"ww on friendly minimaps. Machine 

4 gunners can lay down their 
weapons for other players to man. 
Each class wil! have multiple op- 
т", =Œ tions for weapon loadouts. 
Vietcong 2 has what Kolar calls an 


Д С ^a “RPG system” for multiplayer games. 


n 


iP This will be a server-side option in 
which all the classes but the soldier and engi- 


neer start off locked. As you play, you earn ex- 


perience points for kills, flag captures, and 
healing. As you accumulate experience, you'll 
be able to select the other classes, starting 
with the medic, then the machine gunner, 
and progressing all the way to the comman- 
dos. Only the better players will have access 
to the advanced capabilities like sniper rifles 
and artillery strikes. On one hand, this creates 
a snowball effect in which the players who 
least need it get an advantage. But it also 
means any given match will evolve in a very 
specific way, gradually folding-in mechanics 
like healing and booby traps. 

With unique features like the RPG sys- 
tem, the Vietcong perspective, and a con- 
tinuing emphasis on vivid characters, vis- 
ceral gunplay, and a gritty faithfulness to 
the subject matter, Vietcong 2 just might 
get by without access to the United States 
National Archives. @ 





Battlefield 2: 
Special Forces 


Expanding an already 
impressive arsenal 


ee 


Developer DICE Canada Publisher Electronic Arts 
Release Date Fall 2005 





It’s Like: Battlefield Counter-Strike Six 

The Buzz: The "E" in EA might as well stand 
for “expansion,’ considering how fast the 
company turns around add-on packs for its 
franchise titles. Seldom do publishers an- 
nounce add-ons mere weeks after launch- 
ing a game—and when they do it isn't usu- 
ally a good sign. 

In the case of Special Forces, this expan- 
sion adds to the already impressive arsenal 
of Battlefield 2. This includes multiple new 
maps with nighttime settings—which you 
can't do without night vision goggles of 
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course—but it also features six new teams to play, new weapons, 
vehicles, and plenty of other "spec ops" gear like flashbangs, grap- 
pling hooks, and zip lines. 

Developer DICE Canada is working with Digital Illusions, and 
while neither developer has announced much about the specific 
locations that will be included, it's clear this will be more focused 
on the "infantry experience" between elite teams. "We're adding 
infantry-focused spaces into Bartlefield-style maps,” says producer 
David Yee. “It's about adding more opportunities for infantry to 
succeed.” This doesn't mean vehicles won't be included. Rest as- 
sured, there will be plenty of things to drive and pilot, and the 
maps will still be large. Yee further stresses that this won't take 
away from the "great vehicle action that is the trademark of the 
Battle experience.” 

There will still be scaleable locations for groups of 16, 32, and 
64 players. These will be a bit more geared toward close combat 
rather than massive armored showdowns. What they've shown 
thus far brings to mind the original Battlefield 1942 maps like 
Stalingrad and Berlin, with tight streets that made for as much 
hoofing on foot as riding in a tank. 

Those new teams will add a bit more international flavor to the 
game. American Navy SEALS will be one of the new Special Forces 
teams, but they'll be joined by British SAS and Russian Spetsnaz, a 
fictional MEC spec ops team and two undisclosed rebel/insurgent 
teams. Who is facing whom was deemed classified at this writing, 
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The end of 
Civilization 
begins here. 









Addicted to Sid Meiers Civilization PC games? 
Finally, there is hope. 
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No more turns. 
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[top] Special Forces doesn't feature night and day cycles but instead Just has nighttime maps like this one. 
[bottom] Where would your typical insurgents be without a nice Toyota truck and a machinegun in the back? 


but the Spetsnaz will be facing a "Russian 
Rebel" faction (but not officially any sort of 
Chechen rebels), which could be the first 
time where neither side will speak English. 
"We recorded Chinese, Arabic, and English 
for the armies in Battlefield 27 says Yee, "and 
will continue to record appropriate lan- 
quages for each side in the expansion packs.” 
Playing as these elite teams will also 
mean you'll get to use all sorts of special 
equipment, including those chic night vi- 
sion goggles for those after hours maps. 
Special Forces won't use the quick night/day 
cycles like Joint Operations; instead, a night- 
time map will be dark from beginning to 
end, so night vision goggles will come in 
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handy. Tear gas is also being added, with a 
gas mask available to counter the effects 
while limiting your field of vision. 

But the coolest new toys are the zipline, 
which players can shoot from a crossbow and 
use to slide horizontally from buildings, and 
the grappling hook, which is a go-anywhere 
ladder for your whole team. As with mines in 
the original game, these can be removed, in 
this case so the enemy can't use them. 

The game's producers have also hinted 
about new objectives for the game, which 
would be fitting considering that Special 
Forces teams typically have very specific 
missions. But so far, that information re- 
mains classifled. -Peter Suciu 
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Get your comic freak on 


Developer Raven Software Puhlisher Activision 
Release Date Fall 2005 


It's Like: Diablo with a mutant healing factor 
The Buzz: The PC crowd missed out on last 
year's X-Men Legends, a tidy little console ac- 
tion-RPG that featured Marvel's merry band 
of mutants in all their beat-'em-up glory. it's 
a little known fact that Raven's first foray 
into console-land was developed largely on 
the PC, which made bringing the sequel to 
Windows relatively easy. 

In the game's single-player mode, you'll 
be controlling up to four characters, switch- 
ing between them at the tap of a key. 
Borrowing a page from Diablo, movement 
and combat are both mouse-based. Path- 
finding with the mouse was a little wonky 
at times, but Raven is confident that 
Beenox, the Activision subsidiary that's han- 
dling the mouse interface, will be able to 
make both combat and menu navigation a 
smooth ride. 

"What everyone loved about the first 
game was the superhero dynamic,’ explains 
project lead Dan Vondrak. "So that's what 
we focused on—improving the Al and the 
superpowers.” 

More specifically, the number of active 
superpowers each hero can wield has been 
doubled from two to four. For instance, fans 
of the first game who loved Nightcrawler's 
teleporting powers can rejoice. He now 
sports a set of wicked sword-slashing 
moves, just like ín the comics. 

Certain mini-bosses have what the devel- 
opment team is calling shields, specialized 
defenses that make them immune to your 
heroes' attacks until you execute a particu- 
lar combat combo. In one mini-boss battle, 
a quartet of mutants led by Magneto and 
Bishop took on Apocalypse B-lister Grizzly, 
proving that the game's steeped in comic- 
book street cred (and that the Marvel library 
has some pretty lame characters.) In an- 
other boss melee, Archangel pelted the X- 
Men with razor-sharp wing shards, even 
going so far as to use the environment to 
deadly advantage. 

The story borrows from several classic 
comic storylines, aiming for an epic feel. 
Apparently, ol' En Sabuh Nur has launched 









Опе good 
turn does 


not deserve 
another. 















Addicted to Sid Meiers Civilization PC eames? 
Finally, there is hope 





[above] Each character now has 8- 
12 active powers, enabling more 
than 1000 combinations.[right] 
Step into the spandex of some of 
your favorite X-Men and Women. 





simultaneous attacks on the X- 


Men and the Brotherhood о! 
Evil Mutants, which means that this time, you'll be commanding / 
Juggernaut instead of beating on him. In all, there'll be 16 сһагас- i 


ters to choose from (including two exclusive to the PC version) 

not to mention the various costumes and skins, some of which WWW CivAnon О 

will be available from the get-go. ы Ы rg 
The biggest tweak fans who played the first game on consoles — M o —mat— E 

will notice is a new auto-leveling feature that allows you instruct No more ІНЕН 

the computer to distribute the equipment, skill and power points 

you earn along the way. It's a tool that ought to come in especially —À::00 1 2 

handy in the game's promising co-op mode—whether youre pum- IMPORTANT NOTE: 

meling villains through an online server or, in an unusual twist, Enroll before November. Local meetings are filling up. 

hooking up multiple mice to USB ports on a single PC."No one ERN ар дА Ed rice 2-2 -< 

wants to stop and have to watch a guy redistribute his points,’ 

notes Vondrak. "They want a non-stop, smashing action fest." 













While there have been a few squad-based action-RPGs, there's СіуАпоп | O | 
never been one with Cyclops, Sabertooth, and Beast. When all is The 12 Steps bic Me; 1 
said and done, Legends His playing both sides of the street with its Conquer your addiction. ык, $ ler | 
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dungeon-brawl atmosphere in an action-centric RPG. And at this 
paint, it looks good for both af them. -Aaron Conklin 
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Develoner/Publisher Ubisoft Release Date December 2005 
ames = good. Movies = good. Big apes walloping dinosaurs 
and trashing cities = priceless. Put them all together and you 
get Peter Jackson's King Kong, a multi-platform action game 
with both Jackson's legacy and that of Rayman and Beyond Good 
and Evil's Michel Ancel. 

Remaking old movies is nothing new, although it often does 
beg the question, "Why?" King Kong has held up well, though, with 
along hístory of attracting both moviemakers and moviegoers, 
from the 1933 RKO original through the 1976 sequel, and every- 
thing in between (okay, the 1962 version was in Hindi). The tale of 
the giant ape, his human captors, and his struggle for love and 
freedom (not to mention full-on destructive rampages) has sus- 
tained a cross-cultural attraction, inspiring Japanese interpreta- 
tions and Saturday-morning cartoons alike. Filmmakers keep com- 
ing back to Kong and his mysterious island, 
looking—just like the film's Carl Denham—for 
that "Eighth Wonder of the World’ While so far 
nothing has come close to the 1933 original, 
this year may change that as Lord of the Rings 
director Jackson takes on the challenge. 
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Monkeying around with Peter Jackson's King Kong | 
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This is good news for gamers, too, because of Jackson's love of 
games—Ancel's in particular. Ubi Soft's Montpellier, France studio 
is working closely with Jackson's film company, Wingnut 
Productions, and the special effects gurus at Weta, Ltd. to make 
full use of actual film assets in the game. With the full cooperation 
of the Oscar-winning director, the game really isn't just a periph- 
eral marketing ploy, but rather seems to be a true artistic effort in 
its own right. Even early on, the eye candy is jaw-dropping, with 
lush jungle environments, believable and extremely smooth char- 
acter animations, and many small details, like the whispering fog 
coming in оп little ape feet, 

The game itself offers two main viewpoints: that of Jack Driscoll, 
played in the new film by Adrien Brody, and that of the big ape 
himself. Jack Black's character, impresario Cari Denham, and other 
characters show up as Al-controlled helpmates, but it's controlling 










Driscoll and Kong that drive the action. 


Starting with Driscoll, you romp through 


Kong's island in typical first-person fashion, 
but there is an adventure-game-style ten- 
sion instead of all-out, gun-blazing action. 
Sure, there's running, hiding, poking peo- 
ple with sticks, fending off dinosaurs by 
plinking at them with a tommy gun—that 
sort of thing, but with more story progres- 
Sion elements than most pure shooters. 
The designers really seem to capture 
the essence of being surrounded by dan- 
ger, with sound and music playing a large 
role. Once you switch to Kong, the per- 
Spective is third-person but the action is 
full bore, including an assortment of ever- 
popular ape vs. dinosaur battles. Nothing 
Says "sensitive 21st century male" like 
bashing the crap out of a couple of T- 
Rexes who are cramping your style—just 
grab them by the jaws, and pull them 
apart until they rip wide open. The game 
offers devastatingly brutal combat, but an 
interesting aside is that the game has no 
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[left] Take that, you damn, dirty ape! [above] It's 
tough to say how this whole "no Interface" deal is 
going to play out. 


onscreen interface, as they believe that 
the action itself will offer enough feed- 
back to drive gameplay. 

As Driscoll, your focus seems to be on es- 
cape, evasion, and survival—it’s a hostile is- 
land, which somehow didn't get the word 
that 1) dinosaurs are extinct, and 2) people, 
dinosaurs, and giant apes really shouldn't 
share real estate. Your companions help 
out, but the fate of the expedition is obvi- 
ously in your capable hands. When you 
switch to Kong, your perspective is a bit dif- 
ferent. The lavish and gorgeous jungle be- 
comes a fully destructible series of obsta- 
cles between you and your goal, usually 
the lovely Ann Darrow (Naomi Watts in the 
new film). Kong smash! Kong destroy! Kong 
swing from limb to limb! Kong gets Jurassic 
оп anything in his way, including the local 
fauna. As big as a Tyrannosaurus Is, Mr. 
Lizard is no match for the somewhat larger 
than 8001Һ gorilla this time, 

The trailer (or King Kong in theaters is 
impressive and, at least in early demos, 
the game manages to capture that look 
and feel. Film tie-ins are always a bit iffy, 
as the media are so different, and what 
makes a killer film doesn't always make a 
killer game. Jackson is no stranger to the 
intersection of cinema and games, 
though, with the Lord of the Rings experi- 
ence behind him. Coupling his fondness 
for games and his devotion to the Kong 
project, there’s every reason to think 
that, if this movie-based game sucks, it 
won't be from a lack of ingredients. 
-Cindy Yans 
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Trashing the boundary between 
Church and State 


Developer Firaxis Publisher 2K Games 
Release Date November 2005 


cross-the-board winner of the irony 

Award on multiple levels, the 

Civilization experience is stil! the god- 
king of turn-based strategy games. 
Thankfully, it hasn't changed afl that much 
in each incarnation—it hasn't needed to, 
and many fans of the series would, frankly 
and understandably, freak if it did. But 
change it has, over time, and the forthcom- 
ing Civilization IV boasts arguably the most 
significant alterations to date: the world is 
wilder, has grown rounder, has discovered 
artillery and persons of interest, and has 
found religion. Be comforted and/ar afraid. 
as you see fit. 

Firaxis is implementing Religion in а truly 
useful, albeit glossed-over, way: "Were talk- 
ing about religion—about culture, about in- 
fluence—without any borders,” says pro- 
ducer Jesse Smith. The game plays with the 
planet's most influential belief systems— 
Christianity, Hinduism, Judaism, Buddhism, 
islam, Taoism, and Confucianism, just about 
everything but Cthulism and Scientolagy 
(but dont forget about expansions!—allow- 
ing you yet another avenue to affect the 
world order. 

Designated national religions will offer 
advantages to player civilizations, and can 
alsa be used to remotely influence the af- 
fairs of others. Missionaries can now make 
pilgrimages to foreign cities, and— one God 
or another willing-—convert the citizenry of 
other nations (at least those with an open- 
border status: closed borders" will still curb 
the influx of God, of course... but they'll 
also curb the influx of Mammon, which is, 
by definition, bad for business). 

For good or ill, the various proffered re- 
ligions will apparently not entail any can- 
temporary, topical, “alignment-unique” op- 
tions, like crusades, enlightenment, 
suicide bombers, etc. But their general In- 
clusion does provide for yet another 
strategic tool to transcend borders: What 
even the most advanced of technologies 
or the largest of "stacked" units may fail to 
accomplish, the greatest saturation of be- 


cgonline.com 25 








ыз.” 9 mS. 
..-... ж 


n & eae 


бүре а 
ЖЕ RUN 
FL " * 


7% 


eru; 






—— w^ uM s 


е 





* a = - = 
а а ^ — 
= 


[left to right] Having a single, unilingual instruction 
manual: Priceless; Corner-turtlers, beware the true- 
globe map; Civ IV makes the jump to true 3D graphics. 


lief may yet attain by indirect means. 

Speaking of stacked units, anxious 
gamers can safely take those puppies 
down a notch or two: new siege/artillery 
rules dole out equal punishment for pow- 
` erful, clustered military units—previously 
the ganged-up bane of the game—so the 
incoming-fire pain is better distributed for 
any single, grouped force. It can only 
make for an even more strategically 
minded game in the long run, one less re- 
liant on the cheapo, clobbering antics 
more commonly associated with real-time 
strategy games. 

"it's all about polish, multiplayer and 
modding, at this point,’ says Smith, and the 
polish is particularly obvious, even at this 
stage. The world is more interesting and 
more realistic, with wild-animal natural 
hazards threatening early settlers, more 
fleshed-out barbarians (boasting inde- 
pendent settlements and armies), and an 
actual, globe-wrapped map that gives the 
game a new-world—and yet closed-uni- 
verse —intensity. 

"If your settlers have no guardians, 
you're in trouble,” says Smith. Early explo- 
ration has lost the innocence of the earlier 
iterations... and truth be told, it wasn't al! 
that innocent to begin with. 

The 18 established civiliza- 
tions— each sporting notable, 
personality-heavy leaders such 
as Cleopatra, Alexander the 
Great, Napoleon Bonaparte, 
Genghls Khan, and Julius Caesar, 
with thelr own temperamental Ё | 
quirks—-can be further boosted GE 





by the appearance of influential 
"great people" in the game. These 
world-altering personalities—a 
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Plato, an Einstein, a Michelangelo, 
a Da Vinci, and Jesus Christ 
Himself—can massively affect a 
civilization. In game terms, they 
can offer great works (that's 
Culture points to you and me, 
which can ultimately fix the war 
as surely as an annexation or a 
nuke) to their respective cities, cr 
even bring on a Golden Age or 
three, cranking the ambient pro- 
duction and contentment for a 
given civilization. Ditto for the 
merchants, businessmen, and 
general moneymakers. 

Thanks to the new 3D engine, 
city management can be handled strictly 
from the world-map view, at the zoom-in 
whim of the player. Select a group of cities, 
and you can make sweeping improve- 
ments or train troops across the board, in- 
cluding communal rally-points (a big help 
in times of national crises). А single shift- 
click on any city gives access to all said 
city's operations, instantly 

eliminating several years' 
" worth of unintuitive 
menu-scrabbling. 

In multiplayer terms, it's a 
gang-ster's paradise. 
Multiplayer allows for Internet, 
LAN, and even e-mail competi- 
tion. Live, all-player contests can 
stop cold and swap to PBEM 
matches, and even back to live 
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struggles again, if players want to roll that 
way. Cooler still is the fact that units of the 
game's various nationalities can respond to 
mouse-clicks in their respective native 
tongues; in another game, it might be dis- 
paragingly referred to as “stealth learning’; 
here it just seems right. The game will fea- 
ture 28 new Wonders, and triumphal music 
scored to various cultural/historical events. 
Finally, Civilization IV will offer a world- 
editor app, readily available to players so 
that the most unheaithily-focused types 
can start making their own mods and 
total-conversion kits right away (including 
event triggers and tweakable Al routines). 
As if the minds of the Firaxis people 
weren't already enough of a threat to soci- 
ety, they deliberately intend to expose us 
to... well, us. Surely, there's some lurking 
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clause in the Patriot Act covering this. 

As a final, loving, one-finger salute to the 
social life of gamers everywhere, 
Civilization IV allows players to hot-join 
games in progess. If a so-called friend is 
playing versus five Al, for example, you can 
simply join and take over one of the А! 
forces, mid-war. 

Firaxis hasn't officially announced a "free 
crack" patch... but it might as well, consid- 
ering what Civilization IV, like its predeces- 
sors, has the potential to do to players. - 
When the full version is available, you'll 
likely find folks on the sidewalks of the 
Internet hawking Culture Points, con- 
demned to repeat the lessons of history, 
one turn at a time. -Chris Hudak 
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Developer Lionhead Studios Publisher Electronic 


Arts Release Date October 2005 


It's Like: Black&WhiteCraft 

The Buzz: The world is your canvas. Your 
will is absolute. You wish only to be obeyed 
and adored. Should your judgment be 
questioned, your wrath shall be incurred. 
Such is the life of a god, as bestowed 
through Black & White 2, a game that hopes 
to outdo the original. The initial awe and al- 
most-majesty of the original Black & White 
quickly gave way to frustration and disen- 
chantment. At first, it seemed rich and 
deep. Then it felt like a glorified 
Tamagotchi. And then you probably just 
stopped playing. 

Knowing these problems and realizing 
the dissension among fans and critics, CEO 
Peter Molyneux and his clan at Lionhead 
Studios underwent godly lengths to create 
a more fleshed-out game experience in the 
sequel. Lead designer Ron Millar describes 
an inherently yin-and-yang experience 
where you can nurture or destroy. "1 would 
really like to emphasize the whole black and 
whiteness of it all" he says. "The good and 


иа TT M тарғын 


М5, 
ЖАМ РЕЛ Shy LEIG VAR RV ER: L| ak 
Tie 


1 M _ ©} ) п M» 


= Fh ғаға! | Ш.А X 
cau сс. РПСІП ТЕ IC 


е жа xd А ~ 


i к 
ANG inen VO ы DU k 


LI « 


28 Computer Games | October 2005 


ж” 
E 





ИТ Smash! Evil actions result in Creator and villages looking horridly villainous — 
d ' M r 


evil in every aspect... | want everything | do 
to really affect my game.’ 

If you choose to be evil, you can raze 
massive armies, limited only by the size of 
your villages. Black & White 2 represents a 
dichotomy in yet another facet: real-time 
strategy game combined with god-sim. The 


war elements add a veneer of more tradi- 
tional gameplay, à la various Blizzard RTSs. 
This is especially the case since Ron Millar is 
a former senior designer at Blizzard with 
high-profile games like Diablo and StarCraft 
under his belt. 

Keeping in line with the more concrete 
RT5 gameplay that Black & White 2 15 inherit- 
ing, there are also various forms of 
weaponry to research and create, as well as 
new fortifications and defenses to prepare. 
You may use your godly abilities to perform 
miracles such as earthquakes and volcanoes 
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[right] Your Evil Ape sports a Mohawk and looks drastically 
bulimic. Bad monkey! [below] Whether it’s night or day, the 
photorealistic environments shine. 


to stomp your competition into the ground. 

When you begin the game, you must 
lead the Greek people back to glory. The 
Aztecs have been butchering the once 
great Greek empire. If you want to be a just 
and holy god, you can protect your реоріе 
and build beautiful cities and comforts, like 
retirement homes and taverns. Or if you 
seek absolution and delicious vengeance, 
you can take your people across the 10 
lands of Eden to bully your way to power, 
via your worldly avatar, the Creature. 

The Creature is a wholly reborn beast 
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compared to the one in the original 
game. Not only is he an emissary of 
your godliness, but the creature is 
also now a military captain of sorts, 
He wil! lead your troops and dish out 
damage during the military cam- 
paigns. The "virtual pet" artificial in- 
telligence aspect is still a key ele- 
ment; by nurturing or abusing your 
Creature, you shape the good and evil in 
him. You сап use sticks, feathers, whips, апа 
you can even create your own tools to 
"teach" your Creature. With much more ad- 
vanced Al, everything you do promises to 
add nuance to the Creature. You can also 
assign him roles when you need to give 
him a clear duty. You can set him to be a 
Bullder, an Entertainer, a Gatherer, or a 
Soldier. If you leave him in a role for too 
long, though, his free will is affected. 
Nonetheless, proper assignment will allow 
your Creature to focus better at accom- 
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plishing immediate tasks. 

The world of Eden is brought to life with 
detailed texturing and sharp lighting—sun- 
light “bloom” effects add the gloss of reality. 
"The idea behind blooming is to separate 
bright areas of the image and apply a filter 
on them to soften them up and 'bleed' over 
the less bright portions of the image,’ says 
3D programmer Francesco Carruci. The vari- 
ous miracle effects shine with a godly glow, 
and your Creature is endowed with more 
personality than ever. Watch as he sits down 
peacefully, with a Zen grin across his face 
and doe eyes beaming. Your various good 
and evil actions affect not only the creature, 
but your villages and people as well. 

Black & White 2 is an attempt at redemp- 
tion for a game both revolutionary and re- 
viled. Millar and Molyneux are working on 
balancing the RTS and god game genres. If 
they get it right, it could possibly result in a 
totally reinvented hybrid staple. -Johnny tiu 
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IT’S IN THE DARKEST DAYS 
WHEN A LEADER MUST STEP INTO THE LIGHT. 
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А battle party is only as strong as its leader. In tha unforgiving. 
world of Dungeon Siege ll. you. will gelnet *warrrorsz build 
their skills and adopt exeliereatueas. Only then сап you 


battle the ancient sword of галі and-ihe tyranny that 
sweeps Aranna. Whether you go It alone or choose a 
multiplayer campaign in this sequel to the million-seiling 
Dungeon Siege, the fate of the world lies in your hands 
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HANDS-ON 


It's Like: Two great tastes that (hopefully) will taste 
great together | 
The Buzz: At Boston's Stainless Steel Studios, a more posh- 
looking-than-usual development house, Rick Goodman is 
excited. Real-time strategy games are his “thing,” and he has ! 
been instrumental in two of the bigger ones. After helping | 
create Age of Empires at Ensemble Studios, he founded 
Stainless Steel to create Empire Earth and Empires: Dawn of 
the Modern World. Now, with Rise & Fall Civilizations at War, 
he's employing stainless balls of steel in attempting to push 
the genre in a different direction. Goodman plopped me 
down in front of a shiny monitor and let me loose in the 
game. It is extremely familiar in some ways, but, in others, 
it’s like nothing I've played before. 
| got to experience Queen-of-the-Nile-ness while con- 
RTS goes WASD with Rise & Fall: Civilizations at War trolling Cleopatra and her Egyptian army, and also played 
x Alexander the Great with his Greek squad in three ex- 


' Stai ios P ; from the game's two single-player campaigns. 
Stainless Steel Studios Publisher | | cerpts g g 
Midway Release Date January 2006 While there are eight total factions, with eight heroes, 











only Cleopatra and Alexander get their own 
full-bore solo campaigns. And when І say, 
"get their own campaigns; | really mean 
"their own; because Rise & Fall's real hook is 
that you can switch between the usual 
overhead view, and a hero's perspective 
view that plays a whole lot like a third-per- 
son action game. 

Controlling your hero is not only a great 
way to avoid pathing problems, it's a real 
hoot as well. Take Cleopatra, for instance. 
When controlling her as commander, | had 
to take a Roman village on the banks of the 
Nile, single-handedly conquer a Roman- 
held island, steal a ship, fight off a last-ditch 
cavalry assault, and evacuate my army to 
the other side of the river. Some of this | 
could handle with the patented RTS para- 
digm-—lasso, click, repeat. The best part, 


though, was taking personal command of: 
Cleopatra and annihilating the Roman garri- 
son guarding the galley. The toggle into 
third-person is no glaring transition, either, 
given that the entire game is fully 3D, and 
you can zoom-in to ground level at any 
time. When | took over Cleo, it was a seam- 
less segue from strategy to "hero mode.” 

The Egyptian queen's ranged skill has a 
sort of sniper-rifle sensation, complete with 
crosshairs, and three levels of zoom. While 
keeping just out of their line of sight, | really 
trashed the Romans—no problem. 
Occasionally my sword got some use, but 
Cleo's more of an archer than a 
swordswoman. In hero mode, you don't 
take damage to your health, but rather to 
your stamina bar. Attacking or being hit 
costs you stamina, and you can only get it 
back at glowing urns, which the game 
places along your preferred path, In this 
case, the only way to the boat was by swim- 
ming to the Roman-held island, and as nor- 
mal troops can't swim, that meant | had to 
use hero mode. Following the urns, | was 
able to figure out where to go, and what to 
do—namely, pick off Romans until | found 
the boat. 

The other controllable hero in the single- 
player game is Alexander, who, like Cleopatra, 
is a stunning physical specimen and 
supremely durable. Where Cleo is fond of 


[dockwise from upper right] One of the game's 
strengths promises to be its strategic naval combat; 
For Cleopatra, the bow is mightier than the sword; 
The Romans prepare for Persian immigration, er, in- 
vaslon; SPQR sphinxified. 





the bow, Xander prefers the sword, He can 
shoot arrows well enough, but his forte is 
hack-and-slash with a vengeance. | drove 
the Macedonian in two different missions: 
one a pure "hero" mission where Xander 
was invulnerable but had to escort a siege 
engine that was not, and another where it 
was possible to croak (and thanks to me, he 
did). In the first battle, І had to protect a 
fire-breathing ram-like thingy (remember 
the Simpsons episode where a gaggie of 
aging rock stars led by Mick Jagger drove a 
fire-breathing Satan head around the stage 
chasing Homer? It looks like that) from the 
slings and arrows of outraged Persians. This 
meant І first sniped the archers off the city 
walls, charged up a ladder, slashed a bunch 
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HANDS-ON | 


of Persian infantry, guided a catapult to flat- 
ten a barracks and a ship disgorging armed 
sailors, forced my way into the inner city, 
slaughtered a bunch of cavalry, and finally 
guided the battered-yet-still-very-much 
alive-flaming-head ram thingy to its target. 

Okay, | did make use of the “demo only" 
exploding flaming arrows that turned the 
guy I hit and all of his buddies into ambula- 
tory torches, but only a few times. Still, it 
was an exciting sequence, and one in which 
(even though it's on rails really) | felt like | 
really made a difference. The 3D world is a 
big reason for that. Soldiers flow around 
and berween buildings naturally, and even 
climb up ladders to get at you. As you 
zoom-in, the world simply gets bigger and 
more detailed, without ever having to shift 
perspectives or style. This was very evident 
in the second Alexander mission, one where 
| had to assault a Persian city protected by 
mighty walls and a large river. As Alexander, 
І found a secret entrance under the city 
walls, and made my way inside, even as my 
troops prepared to assault the gates. 

Once inside, there were several options. 
"We don't tell you what to йо, says 
Goodman, "we just give you the choices.” 
One option was to swing east and clear the 
towers guarding the river so my ships could 
make a run at outflanking the city. Another 
was to swing west and clear the catapults 
from the gates, and kill as many archers as 
possible in order to make storming the city 
less deadly. Or ! could run around aimlessly 
fighting all and sundry until | died, which is 
in fact what I did. They finally got me, but 
not before | sent a significant portion of 
the city garrison to whatever hell Persian 
soldiers go to. 

Okay, it's not Half-Life 2, but 
Rise & Fall has a solid 3D engine, 
good controls, and an enter- 
taining way of melding ac- 
tion and strategy. In multi- 
player matches you'll be 
able to pit all eight of the 
heroes against each 
other, which promises 
some rousing competition 
indeed, while for solo gamers the rich 
Egyptian and Macedonian campaigns 
should offer a lot of variety. Certainly you 
need to play Alexander and Cleopatra dif- 
Гегеп іу. Merging genres is never easy, 
and is often downright dangerous, but 
Stainless Steel seems to have a good 
handle on the mix. - Cindy Yans 


34 Computer Game: | October 2005 









| Those obnoxious little frog things are back, 
| and they still like to attack in hordes. 
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Sam seems certain to slaughter in the super-sized shooter Serious Sam II 


Developer Croteam Publisher 2K Games Release Date Fall 2005 


m It's Like: Sam, even more serious 

f The Pitch: As morbid as it may seem, the trials and tribulations 

of Sam, the protagonist of Serious Sam, have a lot in common 

with those of the former Yugoslavia from which his creators, 
Croatian developer Croteam, hail. During the mid '905, that re- 

ау. gion was divided into dozens of tiny warring states, all seem- 

i ingly bent on the destruction of their neighbors. So it is rather 
appropriate that Sam is beset on all sides by the tyranny of 
killer monsters all trying to exterminate him. 

While in our reality, there were Serbians, Bosnians, 
Herzegovinians, Muslims, Croats, and all manner of in-be- 
tweens, in Sam's reality, there are giant mechanical spiders, rolling devils 
with missile launcher hands, crazy screaming suicide bombers, gun-tot- 

ing shock troops, and Shambler-esque wendigos. Instead of NATO air 
strikes and AK-47’s, there's Sam's reliable chain gun, a rocket launcher, 
Uzis, grenade throwers, magnums, bomb-toting parrots, and a smatter- 
ing of other similar implements of destruction. 

In all seriousness, the sequel to Serious Sam is a return to all the 
things that made the original so great. After even a few minutes of play 
of a beta version of the game, it's obvious that it retains the same run- 
and-gun action as the original; the differences between this new itera- 
tion and its progenitor consist of the standard issue improvements you 
would expect from a few years of refinement. 

As is typically the case in the current crop of first-person shooters, 
Sam now has access to vehicles. These modes of transport tend to be of 
the hoverbike variety, and based on the beta, they don't add a whole lot 
to the mix. There are also turrets and other stationary implements of de- 
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struction available to Sam, but again, the core gameplay remains 
unchanged by their presence. 

Indeed, when you get right down to the nitty gritty, Sam hasn't 
ventured into any new or unknown territory with his upcoming 
return to the world of serious slaughter, but this isn't exactly sur- 
prising. The series has always drawn its popular appeal from 
white-knuckle, non-stop action, rather than from any paradigm- 
shifting innovation. And it's this action which abounds again in 
Serious Sam Il. 

Right from the start, the bad guys come charging toward Sam 
in new and interesting ways. Instead of that nerve-wracking tele- 
port sound from the first adventure, the baddies tend to come 
from less ethereal origins this time around. Instead of wave after 
wave of evil caveman monsters simply appearing in the middle of 
the battlefield, they now come storming out of jungle-laced walls, 
or pouring off of drop ships that descend from above. Helicopters 
swoop down from the heavens to accost Sam with seriousness- 
seeking missiles while rolling devil guys come from around the 
next bend to flank him. 

When you get right down to it, the true improvements here are 
basically in the category of “more.” More enemies on the screen at 
once, more types of villains to blow up, more ways to kill them, 
and more levels in which to battle them. The environments this 


Watch out аг lowns on the unicycles. They go boom. 
“ 


time around are lush and varied, and some add a good deal of 
whimsy to a game that was, originally, relatively bland. One level 
in particular miniaturizes Sam and places him in a trash-filled 
backyard, rife with mushrooms, cigarette butts, and Smurf-like 
goad guys. Of course, most of your time spent here will involve 
blasting hundreds of enemies, certainly the first time such an in- 
tense action game has taken on the miniaturization theme. 

Since the release of Painkiller last year, pure action shooters have 
had a lot to live up to, and Serious Sam / is no exception. The beta 
version showed off little physical interaction within Sam's environ- 
ment: most things can be blown up, but that's the be-all and end- 
all of it. Is it necessary for all shooters since Painkiller and Half-Life 2 
to use the Havok physics engine? No, of course not. But since the 
physics gauntlet has been thrown, it places Sam in the difficult po- 
sition of being behind on technology right out of the gate. 

But the lack of realistic physics and destructible bodies does 
not detract from the games intense feel. All the great over-the- 
top action has definitely returned and been improved upon this 
time around. Sam may not be quite as realistic as his nearest com- 
petitors, but there is no denying that he's certainly serious about 
kicking copious quantities of alien butt. And with the retum of the 
glorious co-op mode, it's a sure thing that Serious Sam il will be a 
favorite at LAN parties. -Alex Handy 
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End of a decade, end of an era 
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It's Like: Myst, Riven, Exile, and Revelation, only fluffier 
The Buzz: When gamers first said hello to Myst in 1995, 
it was with great wonder and awe at the evolution it 
represented for the adventure genre. It pretty much 
started folks using the word "immersive" when it came 
to describing interactive entertainment, as you didn't so 
much play it as experience it. Rather than the some- 
what awkward live animation of its predecessors, End of 
Ages is refreshingly rendered, and uses motion capture 
for the animation, which makes for much better inte- 
gration into the full 3D world. 

As you begin playing, you're assaulted with Myst’s 
signature selection of eerie sounds, as you begin to ex- 
plore, without much direction, an unfamiliar world. 
Actually, the very beginning is reminiscent of Uru, in 
which you descend into what appears to be an archeo- 
logical dig, but which ends up as an expansive under- 
ground world with a story to tell. Throughout the game, 
you're not directionless for very lang: an old member of 
the D'ni (Myst's mysterious race of people) always finds 
you when you pop into the next dimension, or if you 
begin to say, "Huh?" loudly enough. While he doesn't al- 
ways rescue you, he does provide guidance with a few 
words about your overall objective. He also has many 
concerns about the fate of his people, and about "the 
creatures, odd-looking entities that you espy out of the 
corner of your eye as you explore. You learn how to in- 
teract with them via a slate in which you etch symbols 


The Worlds are more beautiful than ever, and still have that ‘you can't get 
there from here” issue. 
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Myst V: End of Ages 
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Developer Cyan Worlds Publisher Ubisoft Release Date September 2005 
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that they recognize. You can also inscribe desti- ) 
nation runes on the slates with the mouse—it 
really does feel as though you're scraping into 
cement, or perhaps talc. 

Your destinations are, once again, "Ages; 
each of which must be solved to get to the 
game's conclusion (there are several differ- 
ent endings, but you'll have to beat the 
info out of us). The worlds are more gor- 
geous than ever, and even though you're 
primarily alone (save for the creatures that 
always seem "just around the corner"), they 
seem more alive than in previous 
games—with bats, swarms of insects, 
birds, and other natural phenomena 
that breathe life into the world. 

The game is actually all about 
Yeesha, though —daughter of the 
original's Atrus and Catherine, now 
fully grown and haunted, with what 
can only be termed a "tragic flaw" 
(thank you, Aristotle). You hear her 
story voiced through her journal entries, 
increasingly angst-filled and troubled, Saying 
anything more would spoil things... because 
increasingly more than the puzzles that built the fran- 
chise, End of Ages is about story—one that will probably 
stick with you. The series will by sorely Myst. -Cindy Yans 
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Become the leader of one of seven factions vying for control of a fractured United States during a second Civil War! 
Form alliances, invade cities and mind politics in this turn-based strategy game that could be a sign of things to come. 


Coming Octoher 2005 


WWW. Shateredunion.caom 
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Dawn of War: Winter Assault 


Inside the new race, the Imperial Guard 


Developer Relic Entertainment Publisher THQ Release Date September 2005 


Commissar 


Trem Iaa 1 


апу Dawn of War players, not to 
mention the die-hard Warhammer 
fans, were disappointed when Relic 
announced the new race to be introduced 
in the Winter Assault expansion was the 
Imperial Guard. More humans? Why not 
add funky alien races like the Tyranids or 
the Necron? 

The Imperial Guard's main building is the 
Field Command, where you recruit 
Techpriest Engineers and Guardsmen. The 
Techpriest is your builder unit, and the 
Guardsmen will make up the bulk of your 
forces, at least until you upgrade your Field 
Command to unlock new units. Guardsmen 
arrive In squads of four that can be rein- 
forced up to ten, and they can equip 
Grenade Launchers and Plasma Guns. But 
they don't really come into their own until 
you add one of the leaders you can recruit 
at the Fleld Command; whereas the other 
races vary their basic squads by the 
weapons they equip, the Imperial Guard 
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has additional flexibility with their leaders. 
These include the Psyker, who can use 
squad-shredding Lightning Arcs and a 
hero-killing Soul Strip; the Priest, who in- 
creases damage for the entire squad and 
enables a Fanaticism power for temporary 
invulnerability; or the Commissar, who 
makes his squad impervious to morale 
damage (there's nothing quite like a 


[left] Don't turn around, Der Commissar's in town. 
[above] You only get one Assassin, so use him wisely. 


leader, the Imperial General, who can call in 
an air strike, Rather than attaching himself 
to a squad, he assembles a Command 
Squad consisting of four additional officers. 
Finally, the Field Command can recruit a 
single Assassin, a unit with a long-range 
sniper rifle and a cloaking device. 

The Imperial Guard increases their 
squad and vehicle cap by building Infantry 
Command and Mechanized Command 
buildings. At the Infantry Command, in ad- 
dition to Guardsmen, they can recruit 
Kasrkin commandos, fast long-range heavy 
infantry, and Ogryns, enormous and mis- 
shapen melee fighters. As soon as it's built, 
the Mechanized Command can build the 
Chimera assault transports; unlike the 
Rhino, these allow carried squads to shoot 
from inside. To build the other vehicles, 
you need to buy an add-on depot, which is 
similar to the Aspect Stones for the Eldar. 
These will allow you to crank out bipedal 


“there's nothing quite like a Commissar to 
shrug off the effects of a flamethrower.” 


Commissar to shrug off the effects of a 
flamethrower) and can execute a soldier to 
compel everyone else to shoot faster. A fa- 
naticized Priest squad on the front line with 
a rapid-firing Commissar squad (minus one 
soldier) firing from behind is an example of 
mixing and matching only the Imperial 
Guard can do. 

The Imperial Guard also gets a unique 


Sentinels, who can uncapture enemy 
strategic points; Hellhound flamethrower 
tanks ideal for toasting infantry and burn- 
ing down buildings; Basilisk artillery tanks 
that can buy Earthshakers, powerful 
rounds that cost 200 requisition and 200 
power; and the ubiquitous Leman Russ 
battle tanks. 


Field, Infanty, and Mechanized Commands 








[top to bottom] Hellhound s 
flamethrower tanks are great 
fun at barbecues; А Baneblade 
with an entourage of Sentinels; 
The Basilisk provides Dawn of 
Маг" hardest-hitting artillery. 


are also useful because 
they're connected similarly to 
the Eldar’s Webway Gates. 
Each structure can garrison 
up to three squads, who can 
fire at attackers from within 
the building. More impor- 
tantly, they can warp to any 
other Command structure on 
the map, as well as the 
Listening Posts you build to 
secure Strategic points. The 
idea is that the Imperial 
Guard is adept at building a 
network of tunnels to move 
troops around. 

The Tactica Control is the Imperial 
Guards research building, where you can 
buy technologies to increase Guardsmen 
morale, boost the speed and durability of 
your Kasrkin, and improve the melee dam- 
age of your Ogryn. There are also technolo- 
gies to make room for two more officers in 
your unique Command Squad and to im- 
prove the damage of Grenade Launchers 
and Plasma Guns. The Imperial Guard's 
most advanced building is the Mars Pattern 
Command, which can build a Baneblade. 
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This tank is probably the most powerful 
single unit in Dawn of War, sporting eleven 
different guns, 5000 hit points, and a foot- 
print big enough to ensure it's going to be 
a nightmare for pathfinding through nar- 


row areas. 
So while the Imperial Guard may not be 
as alien as some fans hoped, they seem to 
play like a combination of the races already 
in Dawn of War, mixing Orkish masses, 
Space Marine flexibility, and a touch of Eldar 
micromanagement. -Tom Chick 








Indigo 
Prophe 


What's in a name? 





Develepe: Quantic Dream wh! her Atari 

Release Date September 2005 

uantic Dream seems to have a fetish 
for oddball nomenclature, judging by 
the handle of the developer itself and 
the titles of its games. It sure takes a special 
type of pharmaceutical to come up with 
monikers like Omikron: The Nomad Sou! and 
indigo Prophecy. 

And there's something extra-compelling 
about adventure games with names that 
seem the product of druggy hazes. Even 
after spending the better part of a week 
playing around with a beta of Indigo 
Prophecy (known in Europe as the less enig- 
matic Fahrenheit), the meaning of the title 
remains a mystery. But that's okay, because 
this looks to be one of those rare, dis- 
turbingly surreal adventures that leave you 
guessing in a good way. 

The game behind the strange nanie deals 
with apparently random murders being 
committed by average Joes in New York 
City in 2009. You step into the blood-splat- 
tered shoes of Lucas Kane just after slicing 
and dicing a stranger in the bathroom or a 
late-night diner, and must figure out why 
you suddenly went ail Jack the Ripper be- 
fore the NYPD locks you up and throw away 
the key. The tale unfolds over 44 acts that 
split the point-of-view between Kane and 
characters like police detectives Carla 





Why are female game and movie cops always 
such babes? 
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[top to bottom] Moving corpses isn't easy— expect to 
pound the arraw keys if you want to hide human re- 
mains; Man, serial killing is hard work; You'd probably 
feel a little depressed, too, if the morning paper re- 
counted an atrocity you committed last night. 


Valenti and Tyler Miles, so you see all sides 
of a murder investigation. 

So this story isn't an average murder mys- 
tery. While the atmosphere has a touch of 
old-school noir (courtesy of dialogue like 
"New York City is just the chessboard destiny 
chose for the last big game"), project director 
David Cage blends past, present, and future. 
Graphics are coated with a grainy sheen 
(reminiscent of Manhunt) to imitate old film 
stock, and the detectives tool around in a 
mid-'70s Z-28, but the cops wear togs that 
wouldn't be out of place in Blade Runner. 

Gameplay Is a similar blend of old and 
new. Controls are slimmed down so you 
don't have to manage inventories or navi- 
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gate complex menus. Mysteries aren't solved 
by pixel hunts, either, and there aren't many 
traditional puzzles. But this game isn't con- 
ventional. Controls are designed to emulate 
real life, so you move the mouse to mimic 
movements. Need to drag a body? Hit the 
arrow keys. Want to open a door? Move the 
mouse up and down. Need a cup of coffee? 
Twist the cursor to mimic a pouring motion. 
Quantic takes this nifty concept too far, 


thou 


d РІ 
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gh, forcing you to nudge the mouse to 
answer questions and be awfully exacting 
with the cursor. A mental- health meter 
means that you have to do certain mun- 
dane things to relax, like take a shower. Skip 
on these things, and Kane's morale might 
fall so low that he turns himself in or offs 
himself. Also, is the world ready for an ad- 
venture where you need to jerk a mouse 
back and forth for menial tasks like mop- 
ping floors and drinking milk? Here's to 
hoping that some of these interactions are 
dialed back before the game goes gold. 

Story design is unconventional as well. 
Cage has written the game as a cinematic 
(you don't even start a "new game" on the 
opening menu screen, you start a "new 
movie") update to those old "Choose Your 
Own Adventure" fantasy paperbacks. Here, 
there's no page-turning, but plenty of free- 
dom of movement. Situations are so open- 
ended that you feel like you're watching a 
movie and scripting it at the same time. 

This liberated design is present through- 
out the beta. Kane's reactions to finding 
blood on his hands in the bathroom include 
running pell-mell out the door, walking out 
calmly, or remaining cool enough to wipe 
up the blood, hide the weapon, and stuff 
the corpse in a stall. Whichever option you 
choose sets you on a path, because how 
you leave the bathroom determines how 
quickly the cops discover that you weren't 
just doing number two in there. And how- 
ever you alter the crime scene al- 
ters what you have to work with as 
Valenti and Miles when they hegin 
their investigations. 

Anxiety is further ramped up with 
the split-screen camera system. 
When you're deciding how to deal 
with the corpse in the bathroom, 
you simultaneously view the actions 
of a cop having coffee in the diner. 
When the cops show up at your 
place, the screen divides between 
you hiding evidence and the impa- 
tient guy pounding on your door. 
Split-screens really add to the pressure, and in 
most scenes as Kane you simply can't relax 
(stop mopping up that blood and run, be- 
cause that cop'll be here any second now!). 

Ali in all it looks like Indigo Prophecy Is on 
course to emerge as one innovative and 
nerve-Jangling adventure. If the final prod- 
uct is as macabre and as open-ended as the 
beta, adventure gamers will be in for an 
early-fall treat. -Brett Todd 
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— THe Lost CHAPTERS 
FOR EVERY CHOICE, A CONSEQUENCE. Will you be à noble warrior, a fearsome 
villain, or something in between? Fable: The Lost Chapters broadens the RPG adventure 
and the possibilities of the award-winning original. for both Microsoit Windows XP and 
Xbox. More lands to explore, more journeys to take, more lives to be lived. Look deep into 
yourself, and discover what you might become, exe mirut 


Sexual Thames 
Strong Language 
Viclenca 
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With the impressively chaotic Call of Duty 2, Infinity Ward once again 


fights the big War BY STEVE BAUMAN 
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Developer Infinity Ward Publisher Activision Release date November 2005 


It's Like: Lots of things exploding, all of 
the time 

The Buzz: Some people seem to think the 
WWII first-person shooter market is over- 
saturated, and they may be right. Players 
have explored a lot of hedgerows, and 
shot a lot of German, Russian, British, and 
American soldiers along the way, in games 
ranging from Medal of Honor to Brothers in 
Arms to Battlefield 1942 to the original Сай! 
of Duty. 

Does this mean Call of Duty 2 faces an 
uphill battle to win the hearts and minds 
of jaded gamers? Hardly, since its prede- 
cessor stood out with fans of the “cine- 
matic shooter" genre. But the sequel is dif- 
ferent. It's less scripted, less linear, and less 
driven by the actions of the player (i.e. 
everyone stands arcund shooting until 
you cross the magic threshold and enter a 
building, whereupon everyone rushes in). 
It's no less “cinematic,’ in the sense there 
are dramatic encounters obviously created 
to dazzle the player. But you feel less like 
the center of the universe, where every- 
thing occurs around you because you took 
one step forward, and more like a single 
participant in a battle. 

"We're interesting in immersing the 
player in action,” says Grant Collier, the 
president of developer Infinity Ward, while 
watching me get repeatedly killed by the 
enemy (it's nowhere near play balanced. 
Like Half-Life, everything is first-person, in- 
cluding the cutscenes. "Third-person 
breaks continuity, and we don't want to 
pull the player out of the game at any 
time. We want people dodging bullets in 
thelr seat” 

And dodge you will, as the bullets fly 
fast and freely, at least in the available lev- 
els. You can play the campaign in different 
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ways, jumping between the British, 
Russians, and Americans, or playing one 
single country throughout. (You do, how- 
ever, have to "unlock" missions in preced- 
ing years; you can't, for example, just start 
up in 1944 with the American campaign. 
You need to unlock that “year.’) 

The first sampled mission is set in 
Stalingrad, where the objective is to repair 
phone lines littered around the level. It's a 
relatively linear mission, similar to ones in 
the previous game. There's a new 3D en- 
gine powering the game, and it looks ter- 
rific. The most immediate impression is, 
Wow, this is really chaotic. The second is, 
Wow, this is really chaotic. 

Collier says they had the services of mili- 
tary advisors from the beginning, whereas 
the first game was already designed be- 
fore anyone was able to suggest changes. 
The biggest change they asked for was for 
more use of portable concealment, AKA 
smoke grenades. Smoke "really adds to 
gameplay in SP and multiplayer, he says. 
And he's right. The Stalingrad level is a per- 
fect showcase, with lots of bad guys hiding 
behind barricades or manning stationary 
guns. You toss a smoke grenade, and turtle 
your way to a better position to either get 
off a shot or flank the enemy. The feeling is 
way more tactical, while still retaining the 
intensity and action. It's a tricky balance, 
but even in limlted play seems like some- 
thing Infinity Ward has a grasp of. 

There's a lot more chatter from your fel- 
low soldiers. When the enemy throws a 
grenade, people start yelling (and an icon 
appears in your reticule, which is a nifty 
touch). There are lots of grenades through- 
out the level, so feel free to apply them lib- 
erally to the enemy. | died a lot on this 
level, and that brings up the one baffling 
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Though it may look like most other WWII shooters, 
it appears Call of Duty 2 has the goods to stand 
out from the pack. 





design choice: the use of save points in 
lieu of "save anywhere.’ Maybe it's entirely 
predictable, since this is also an Xbox 360 
launch title. Regardless of the reason, it's a 
bad idea and will be criticized in every sin- 
gle review. There is one interesting aspect 
to player damage: there are no health 
packs in the game, or health meters. You 
can be killed from headshots or excessive 
hits, but most hits cause a short-term 
graphic effect and then you continue on 
your way. 

After mucking around on that level for 
an hour or so, the action moved to El 
Daba, in Northern Egypt, where you need 
to take out a bunch of Flak-88s protecting 
the bay. This mission hetter illustrated the 
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game's mare non-linear approach; you 
don't have a single objective, you have 
multiple ones that can be done in any 
order, giving the game a more open feel. 
Eventually, after completing those objec- 
tives, everything sort of funnels down to a 
single choke point, where an event is trig- 
gered that lets you progress, but it's defi- 
nitely an improvement over the rigid, 
overly scripted Medal of Honor series. 
Other levels showcased included the D- 
Day beach landing, which is very Saving 
Private Ryan-esque, and another set in 
Toujane, where you're part of an infantry 
unit supporting tanks that get ambushed. 
What they all showed is how the AI has im- 
proved. The enemy troops tried flanking 
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maneuvers and in one instance, | managed 
to kill someone who was about to set up 
an ambush. In addition to adding those 
tactics, Collier says they had to add more 
"unpredictability" to the AI, and give it vi- 
sion cones, hearing radiuses, and the abil- 
ity to fall back and retreat. 

Not shown but discussed is the multt- 
player functionality. Mutiplayer Call of Duty 
is incredibly popular, and most of the 
game modes from the original—and even 
four of the more popular maps—are mov- 
ing over to the sequel. There's 
Deathmatch, Team Deathcmatch, and 
Capture the Flag for up to 32 players, and 
there are two multiplayer-only weapons, 
the M3 SMG "Grease Gun; and a shotgun. 
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Initially, Infinity Ward was toying with 
adding buying weapons and planning the 
mission (with points for successfully stick- 
ing to the plan! to the Search and Destroy 
game mode, but it's been removed. It re- 
mains much more like the version in the 
original, and Headquarters has been 
slightly modified. Finally, theres support 
for voice communications. 

Ali of the changes Infinity Ward is mak- 
ing ta the original Call of Duty seem like 
positives, the only exception being the 
save game system. And if the game is 
paced and balanced correctly, that should- 
пт be an issue. Coll of Duty 2 тау be “yet 
another WWII shooter,” but it appears to 
stand out from the others. # 
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A two-week saga of media grandstanding, PR mishaps, and full-frontal nudity 
BY STEVE BAUMAN 











БАЙ hatif you could download a small file that would "modify" your favorite hyper- 
| violent M-rated videogame, adding a primitive sex mini-game? Preposterous, 

| you say? 

| Actually, most gamers would probably say, "Well, duh.” But the non-game-playing 

| part of the world exploded in righteous indignation when the media discovered that 

| you can "modify" PC games, specifically the already controversial Grand Theft Auto: 

| San Andreas. And when a mod added a sex game, the controversy reached the tipping 

| point. it started with the media, then the politicians jumped in, and then it was an of- 

| ficial pile-on; the final result was all versions of San Andreas were re-rated "Adults 

Only" by the Entertainment Software Ratings Board, and were ultimately pulled from 

store shelves. (The "unmodified" versions also became an instant collector's edition, in 

theory, as prices for the PC version, in particular, shot up to beyond retail on eBay be- 


Rockstar and the ESRB get burned by the "Hot Coffee" mod for San Andreas. 
| 
| 


fore most auctions were yanked and moved to its "Mature Audiences" section.) 


What makes this particularly interesting 
is the timeline of events, and how quickly 
everything exploded. San Andreas shipped 
to stores at the beginning of June, and the 
"Hot Coffee" mod appeared a week later. 
Created by Patrick Wildenborg ("PatrickW") 
of the Netherlands, it let players take part in 
sex scenes that were previously “off-screen,” 
50 to speak. (In the unaltered game, your 
character's girlfriend would invite you in for 
"hot coffee" after a date and then some 
muffled sound effects made it clear that 
more than coffee drinking was going on.) 


Though gaming news sites—and this mag- 
azine, in last month's issue— covered the 
mod as either a curiosity, or at least some- 
thing worthy of few glggles, it remained off 
the radar of the mainstream for a few 
weeks. In late June, the website 
GamePolitics.com started a series of articles 
asking if the mod and game "Crossed the 
Obscenity Threshold,’ and a subsequent edi- 
torial by its editor Dennis McCauley blasted 
the ESRB for improperly rating the game. 
California Assembly Speaker pra Tern 
Leland Yee (D-San Francisco/Daly City) must 
have been paying attention. Shortly after 
McCauley's editorial appeared on 
GamePolitics.com, Lee also blasted the ESRB 
for its San Andreas rating. Mirroring much of 
the content of McCauley's editorial, Yee as- 
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serted that the ESRB had "failed" parents. 
"Whether it is JFK: Reloaded, Manhunt, 25 to 
Life, or now Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, 
the videogame industry continues to 
demonstrate a sense of arrogance toward 
public opinion and a lack of responsibility in 
protecting our children.’ (Someone should 
point out to Mr. Yee that JFK: Reloaded is an 
online game without an ESRB rating, and 25 
to Life isn't even out yet.) 

Yee's answer? The government. "The ESRB 
and the videcgame industry cannot police 
themselves and this is yet another example 
of why we need legislation to limit these 
types of games to children" 


On the 8th, the National Institute on Media 
and the Family issued a warning that "hid- 
den pornography" was easily accessible "to 
any child or teen who is Internet savvy” (This 
is news to anyone?) After Yee and NIMF got 
in their barbs, the ESRB announced it had 
opened an investigation of the mod and San 
Andreas. ESRB president Patricia Vance took 
a shot at Yee: "[He] has been on a crusade for 
years to undermine the integrity of the 
ESRB, and in so doing, generate support for 
his legislative agenda” 

Rockstar issued a statement of support, 
saying, "We also feel confident that the in- 
vestigation will uphold the original rating of 
the game, as the work of the mod commu- 


nity is beyond the scope of either publishers 
or the ESRB” In another article on the 8th, 
Gamespot.corn's Curt Feldman reported that 
an unnamed Rockstar spokesperson denied 
that the code was included in "game discs 
manufactured by Rockstar or its agents. 

“If Rockstar Games denies that [the code 
is in each copy of the gamel, then they're 
lying and 1 will be able to prove that,” a defi- 
ant Wildenborg told the Associated Press! 
Ron Harris later that day. "My mod does not 
introduce anything to the game. All the 








content that is shown was already present 
on the DVD’ 

Boston Globe columnist Hiawatha Bray 
covered the issue in a lot of detail on July 
9th. He did a superb job of differentiating 
mods from Easter eqgs. 


By Monday the 11th, stories were appear- 
ing everywhere. The New York Times ran a 
long piece that, like the Globe's piece, did а 
terrific Job of describing mods. The first sign 
that something darker was brewing was 


when the ESRB's Vance conceded that the 
mod, 'certainly raises issues about what's 
considered playable content” That evening, 
the mod made its first TV appearance on 
ABC World News Tonight. The TV segment 
showed foatage from the mod, with the 
naughty bits blurred out. It quoted 
Assemblyman Yee and Dr. Walsh from the 
NIMF, but Wildenborg declined an inter- 
view. ABC also reported that Rockstar de- 
nied placing the animations on the disc. 
That same day, Stephen Totilo of MTV 





News reported that the animations in ques- 
tion were first discovered in the PiayStation 
2 version of the game that shipped in 2004. 
At this point, Rockstar also changed its offi- 
Cial statement to read: "The scenes depicted 
in the Hot Coffee' modification are пог rep- 
resented or playable in the final version of 
the game available at any retail outlets. The 
‘Hot Coffee’ scenes cannot be created with- 
out intentional and significant technical 
rnodifications to the PC version of the 
game's source code” 
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On the 12th, things got even weirder. 
Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton (D-NY) 
called on the Federal Trade Commission to 
“take immediate action to determine the 
source of graphic pornographic and violent 
content appearing on the Grand Theft Auto: 
San Andreas videogame" and to have the 
FTC investigate the adequacy of rating en- 
forcement policies at retail. 

She went a step further, joining 
Assemblyman Yee in calling for legislation 
that would make it a federal offense to sell 
violent videogames to minors. "We need to 
treat violent videogames like tobacco and 
alcohol/ she said in her press conference. 

While that sort of political grandstanding 
was expected, her actions made for some 
strange bedfellows. She was praised by the 
conservative-leaning NIMF and crusading 
Florida attorney—and staunch Republican— 
Jack Thompson; even Australia's Office of 
Film and Literature Classification announced 
its own investigation. 


On the 14th, Thompson took additional ad- 
vantage of the hullabaloo to get some ink 
for his crusade against videogames. He had 
particularly strong words for The 
Entertainment Software Association, the in- 
dustry's main lobbying group. Thompson 


called the organization 
"criminal" and asserted that 
the “extremism” of its leader, 
Doug Lowenstein, has 
"painted a bullseye" on the 
industry. Doug Lowenstein 
has the brush and Take-Two 
has provided the blood-red 
paint... get rid of this highly- 
paid thug and replace him 
with someone with sense.’ 

Lowenstein didn't take Thompson's bait, 
but The ESA did issue a statement over 
Senator Clinton's call for legislation. 
"Retailers should not sell Mature games to 
minors, parents should watch what their 
kids watch, and parents should and can rely 
on the ESRB ratings to make the right 
choices for their families; he said. "We hope 
that after further reflection and dialogue, 
Senator Clinton will abandon the bill and 
work cooperatively with industry and others 
to ensure that parents take advantage of 
the effective tools on the market to regulate 
the games their kids play." 

On the 15th, Gamespot.com verified that 
the sex minigame was on the PlayStation 2 
version, and could be accessed via third- 
party devices without any additional con- 
tent. This backed-up what modder 
Wildenborg had said all along, and what 
Rockstar had either denied or refused to say 
outright: the content was always on the DVD, 
just inaccessible without some modification. 

And that was pretty much the end of the 
discussion, at least for a few days. 


The real bomb dropped on the 20th, when 
the ESRB completed its inquiry and revoked 
the "Mature" rating from San Andreas, re-rat- 
ing it “Adults Only 18+." As the ESRB's Vance 
said, "the credibility and utility" of the origi- 
nal M-rating was "seriously undermined" by 
the mod and the fact that the content was 
already on the disc. Rockstar made new rat- 
ing labels available, but most copies were 
pulled from store shelves (it remained for 
sale at EBGames, but behind the counter), 
and Rockstar's parent company Take-Two 


Rockstar's official statement was care- 
fully worded so as not to take too much 


Doug Lowenstein, i 
for an interview about Hot Coffee, the public percep- 


tion of the industry at large, and what developers 
should keep in mind as Congress releases the hounds. 


INTERVIEW BY TROY S. GOCDFELLOW 


lowered its fiscal quarter sales projections. 


“Trust the System 


the President of the ESA, sat down 





Were you surprised by the furor over 
the GTA Hot Coffee scenes? 

Once it became known what the Hot 
Coffee content contained, it was fairly pre- 
dictable that critics of the industry or peo- 
ple that are concerned about these issues 
of media violence and sexual content 
would have expressed their concerns. 


What lesson should the public draw 
from the resolution of the controversy? 
The industry has an extremely effective 
self-regulatory system that moves quickly 
and expeditiously to address situations like 
this when they come up. This is the first 
time in 11 years that there has been any- 
thing even remotely similar to this. The 
public and consumers can have an enor- 
mous amount of confidence that the in- 
dustry takes this responsibility of provid- 
ing information about what's in games 
very seriously. People can trust the system 
and rely on these ratings. 





responsibility, and to support the actions of 
the ESRB. "The decision to re-rate a game 
based on an unauthorized third party modi- 
fication presents a new challenge for par- 
ents, the interactive entertainment industry 
and anyone who distributes or consumes 
digital content,’ said Paul Eibeler, Take-Two's 
president and chief executive officer. 

The statement went on to contend that 
the mod was a violation of the end-user li- 
cense agreement (EULA), and violated 
Rockstar's intellectual property rights. 
"Take-Two is exploring its legal options as it 
relates to companies that profited from cre- 
ating and distributing tools for altering the 
content of San Andreas,” Eibeler said. 
Rockstar also announced it would be mak- 


ing a patch to "decaffeinate" San Andreas for 
the PC, so to speak, 


^We need to treat violent videogames 
like tobacco and alcohol.” 


-Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton 





Are there any lessons here for the industry at large? 

| think the ESRB has made it clear that companies must disclose all content that is 
on a disk that is going to ship whether it is playable content or not. | think that mes- 
sage has been heard loud-and-clear by the industry. | wouldn't say that that's a les- 
son so much as a heightened sense of awareness about what must be disclosed to 
the ESRB. 


How much of the fight against violent and graphic videogaming is rooted in 
the perception of the hobby as a juvenile activity? 

There certainly is among the baby-boom generation a sense that videogames are all 
for children. They are much less aware of the diversity of the market as well as the 
diversity of the content. So the extent that they perceive everything out there that is 
made as targeted at children fuels some of their concerns. This generation is to 
some degree out of touch with interactive entertainment because that's not what 
they grew up with. 


You previously said that game designers can't ignore their "responsibility for 
shaping the quality and values of the culture we live in" What is this 
responsibility? 

Each individual has to assess their responsibility from their personal level. We can 
no longer operate in some cocoon that we think protects us from cultural criti- 
cism. As you sit there developing a product, it's your responsibility to ask ques- 
tions about whether the creative decisions you are making are necessary to ac- 
complish your art. Be conscious of the fact that some of those decisions have 
consequences beyond your circle of friends who play 

videogames. That thinking ought to inform the cre- 

ative process on some level. Potential responses 


shouldn't discourage people from the artistic 
expression they wish to pursue. But to make 
believe that nobody is paying attention and 
these creative discussions don't have poten- 
tial consequences for how the industry is per- 
ceived is myopic. 


This stance against mods runs counter to 
what Rockstar's Devin Winterbottom told 
Computer Games Magazine in our June 
issue, when it was touting how easy it is to 
modify San Andreas, and how they both en- 
couraged and expected modders to create 
new features for the game. "We don't build 
these games in any proprietary way. All the 
scripting is text-based ... you can just go in 
and edit the stats” 

(As this issue was going to press, another 
bomb hit Rockstar: On July 25th, a bill was 
introduced by Republican Congressman 
Fred Upton in the House of Representatives 
to support an FTC inquiry to determine if 
Take-Two/Rockstar deceived the ESRB. It 
passed 355 to 21.) 


It's hard to hold a company responsible for 
| anything that people do to its game after it's 
| released. It's also hard to get too worked up 
over a mod that adds more sex to a qame 
that's already rated "Mature" due to "blood 
and gore, intense violence, strong language, 
strong sexual content, and use of drugs.’ 


But focusing on the mod itself muddies 
the water; the real issue is that Rockstar mis- 
led the ESRB (and by extension the public) 
about what content was on the CD, and paid 
the price. Hopefully, the ESRB strong 
stance—which only came about after à lot of 
external pressure—will keep Washington off 
the game industry's back and allow adults to 
play games with adult content. If not now, 
then down the road. Congress has wanted to 
get involved with rating videogames for 
years, and this incident has given the govern- 
ment an excuse to intervene. 

For Rockstar, this incident provided even 
more evidence that the company needs to 


a 





address these types of situations directly, 
without vague public statements and sent- 
denials. There were no mea culpas; not to 
consumers, the ESRB, er the rest of an in- 
dustry that will be faced with ever-increas- 
ing levels of scrutiny. 

If an incident like this serves as a te- 
minder that game publishers need to take 
the ratings more seriously. maybe it's tor the 
best. Companies might want to think twice 
about including unlockable content that 
could alter the rating. They also might want 
to hit that Delete" key from time-to-time to 
clear out those unused and unfinished parts 
of their games. People are watching. 
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Old Lady Has Problem With Math; 
Sues—The inevitable endgame of 

| HotCoffeeGate has finally been real- 
| ized: A civil lawsuit was filed against 
| Rockstar and Take-Two Interactive in 
| New York over "damages" from the 


Andreas. The lawsuit makes claims of 
unfair business practices, consumer de- 
ception, and false advertising. But the 
| real issue is that 85-year old Florence 
Cohen bought the game for her 14-year 
old grandson and was shocked— 
shocked!—that there was additional in- 
appropriate content in a game that was | 
already deemed inappropriate by the 
ESRB for her 14-year old grandson.... 
Old Lady Has Game—At the risk of 
sounding like AARP Gamer, more octo- 
genarians are in the 
} news. 80-year-old 
Doris Seif is trying to 
win back her title as 
м history's “oldest 
| videogame player" Бу 
breaking the world 
record for Q*Bert. She 
fell short in June, "only" scoring 
| 931,900 (she needed a score of 1.8 mil- 
lion). She was previously a champion at | 
the game that introduced swearing into | 
the videogame world in 1984, which at 
that time made her the oldest person to 
hold any videogaming record, accord- | 
ing to Twin Galaxies. But in 2003, 72- 
| yearold John Lawton got the hlghest 
| scorein the 1977 game Depthcharge, 
erasing Mrs. Self's name from the | 
record books (her Q*Bert score had al- | 
| ready been surpassed).... This Has 
Nothing to do With Old Ladies—lllinois 
has become the latest state to pass a 
law that would fine retailers in the state | 
for selling or renting mature games to 
minors. This "Safe Games Illinois Act"— 
the name kind of implies that games | 
are killing machlnes—was signed into | 
law by Democratic Governor Rod Я. | 
| 


















Blagojevich. It was introduced by State 
Representative Chapa LaVia (D-Aurora), | 
who noted that”... these games аге 
graphic, offensive, and Intended for 
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Unseasonable rain didn't keep the gaming 
hoards from the Summer CPL in Dallas 


nyone that's attended one of the 

Cyberathlete Professional League 

events knows what to expect: It's 
going to be dark, there are going to bea 
lot of sweaty teens and 20-somethings 
crowding the "Bring Your Own Computer" 
and vendor booth areas, and lots of Bawls 
will be drained. 


^ 
"1 id ^ 
] 7 


; ҮІ» 
лі ^ шағ, 


Sure enough, this turned out to be true 
of the Summer CPL. It was significantly bet- 
ter than the Winter CPL, and the event as a 
whole seems to be growing. There was even 
an Xbox Halo 2 tournament. It also offered 
the largest purse, with over $150,000 in 
cash being given away to the person with 
the greatest ability to put off eating and 
showering for days at a time, all in the quest 
for the most frags. While there's a minima! 
fee to enter the CPL itself, the vast majority 
of this money comes from the sponsors, 
and their booths are becoming increasingly 
E3-sized each year. 

Intel was the main sponsor of the event, 
and it almost randomly held events 
throughout the show. This year's slate in- 


"Advertising makes the 
gaming experience more 
realistic... people accept it 
and actually like it” 


-Massive Inc. chief marketing officer 
Nicholas Longana in an article from 


GameDaily.com. Massive selis in-game 
advertising. 








cluded a “retro-night,” where 
classics like Space invaders, 
Frogger, and the old William's 
classic Comet pinball ma- 
chine were all ready for play. 
And, of course, there were 
impromptu contests where 
they give away processors to 
lucky contestants. This year, 
it's worth noting that many 
people hung around the 
Intel booth simply because 
the carpeting was so thick. 
Three days of wandering 
around the show makes that 
a major consideration. 

The other major sponsors 
included NVIDIA and Hitachi, 
both with equally impressive 
displays and plenty of free- 
bies to play, including 
Battlefield 2, Postal 2, and the 
PC version of Grand Theft 
Auto San Andreas. Both spon- 
sors wisely provided plenty 
of seating, where spectators 
and other attendees could rest their weary 
legs and watch the competitions. And, of 
course, a few videocards and hard drives 
were given away. 

Many other smaller sponsors lined the 
walls, trying to make a name among the 
gaming hardcare. While these booths are 





DESERT ISLAND DISCS 


ou're stuck on a desert island. There's no Internet, 
I but there apparently is coconut-powered electricity. 
You can't train monkeys to play LAN games. So what 


five games do you bring? 


Bookworm 

Civilization Ili 

Heroes of Might and Magic 111 
Out of the Park Baseball 
Tetris 


“Since I'm going to be playing these for as long as | can maintain my sanity, | 
want open-ended games with little or no narrative. Tetris satisfies my twitch 
fix, and l've already played Civilization for more hours than is probably healthy 
so it's definitely coming with me. I'd miss baseball, so Out of the Park Baseball 
solves that (it’s tempting to go with Front Page Sports Baseball, since I'd miss the 
playing). Bookworm would keep me sane, and the final spot goes to Heroes of 
Might and Magic Ш for its ridiculous amount of content.’ 


-Steve Bauman 
d your own lists and comments to editora cgonline.com “Ж 
Send y 9 кы. os 
tm ^ - = 
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usually fun to peruse, the giveaways in- 
duced mass hysteria. People, they were t- 
shirts, not miracle cancer cures or million 
dollar trust funds. 

The main attraction of the CPL is still the 
big money tournaments, and plenty of big 
names still show up. The usual teams from 
Europe were all in full force, as was 
America's own Jonathan "fatal1ty" Wendell, 
the 24-year-old professional gamer that has 
parlayed himself into an industry, including 
marketing and branding deals with Abit 
and Creative. 

The problem with the CPL, as it has been 
for a while now, is with the games chosen 
for the competition. Counter-strike still fea- 
tures the largest purse, and now Counter- 
strike: Source is drawing a lot of gamers. Day 
of Defeat is still popular, and other competi- 
tions include Painkiller (fatallty's current 
game), and WarCraft ill. The last game is a 
little out of place, but was a refreshing 
change of pace. 

While it's always exciting to see a lot of 
people way better than you are compete 
for a lot of a money, here's hoping for 
some new games, What about some Call of 
Duty and Half-Life 2 matches? Or Tribes, 
TRON 2.0, or Unreal Tournament? No one 
likes watching the same games over and 
over. (Except the players, presumably.) But 
that won't stop everyone from showing up 
again next year. -Kevin Rice 














































NEWSBYTES 


adults, not children.” Which is true. She 
also noted that, “We are now the only 
state in the nation to protect our chil- 
dren from these games, and | am grate- 
ful to the governor and my colleagues 
in the General Assembly for showing 
leadership on this issue.” What she 
failed to note is that that they will also 
be the only state in the nation to have a 
law like this struck down for being un- 
constitutional.... Operation “Rape and 
Pillage” Would Have Sounded Much 
Tougher—The Entertainment Software 
Association, the game industry's main 
trade group, celehrated the work of 
U.S. and foreign law enforcement agen- 
cies in their combined, anti-piracy ef- 
fort dubbed "Operation Site Down" It 
focused on bringing down warez re- 
lease groups with cool names like 
“Myth,” “Vengeance,” and “Gamerz.” The 
investigation identified more than 120 
individuals around the world, including 
many high-level members of those 
groups. Whether or not anyone ends up 
in jail remalns to be seen; law enforce- 
ment first need to get past moms 
blocking doors to their basements... 
Gratultous Chance to Use Photo of 
Playmate—Wild Tangent 
has a “virtual game of | 
seduction” called 
MojoMaster available at 
mojomastergame.com. 
It's sponsored by AXE 
body products, so B, 
using those prod- 
ucts is a surefire 
way to impress the 
ladies. The supplied 
photos are of 
Tiffany Fallon, 2005 
“Playmate of the 
Year,” who was motion 
captured for no appar- 
ent reason other than 
guaranteeing that the 
resulting pictures 
would be used by the 
game press. Mission 
accomplished] 
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WHILE DRIVING PAST THE SAN DIEGO CONVENTION CENTER SUNDAY NIGHT WITH 
A TEN-YEAR-OLD FELLOW ATTENDEE, I POINTED AT THE NOW-EMPTY BUILDING. 


AN ca A A Va ҰЛТЫ THAT, MY FRIEND, WAS NERD CITY”. 


DEN сім Nd ичи 3 4 


t| WELL, (T WAS FUN, 
: BUT FOUR DAYS 15 ENOUGH FOR МЕ, KID. 


THIS WAS THE 36TH YEAR FOR COMIC-CON, 
WHICH HAS GROWN FROM 300 ATTENDEES 
IN 1370 TO OVER 700,000 
IN SAN DIEGO THIS JULY. 
THAT'S WEST... ADAM WEST. 
W-E-S... 


x 
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PC GAMES? THERE AIN'T NO STINKIN’ PC GAMES. 
THIS PLACE IS FULL Se CONSOLE GAMES. ha 
ae 
„АМР ll 


SURREAL SCENES ABOUND: TIM THE ENCHANTER 
SITTING ON THE FLOOR CASUALLY READING A MAGAZINE. 
{ A BABY SPORTING YODA EARS, CARRIED BY HER JEDI FATHER. 
THE FLASH SIPPING A STARBUCKS LATTE. 


YEAH, BLIZZARD HAD A LITTLE BOOTH UON E БІЛ COSTUMED FOLKS REPRESENT ONLY A SMALL PERCENTAGE OF 


SHOWING WORLD OF WARCRAFT, Se = | ATTENDEES...IT'S JUST THAT PEOPLE TAKE MORE PICTLIRES ОҒ THEM. 
AND NCSCFT WAS SHOWING І - | ii 
CITY OF HEROES (AND VILLAINS). | 
BEN. | ГЕ УЕ = _ I SURE DID. 
BUT THE ODDS OF ATTENDEES 
| NOT KNOWING ABOUT THOSE GAMES 
ARE AS REMOTE AS ATTENDEES NOT 


KNOWING WHAT GLOWING GREEN 
| ELEMENT WEAKENS SUPERMAN. 


IT'S MUCH QUIETER HERE THAN AT ЕЗ. EXHIBITOR RULES DON'T ALLOW SOUND 
PROJECTING OUTSIDE OF A BOOTH -- UNLIKE ЕЗ, WHERE EA'S BOOTH IS APPARENTLY GABE £ TYCHO OF PENNY ARCADE FANE. 
BUILT TO RATTLE WINDOWS WITHIN A SEVERAL-BLOCK RADIUS. THEY WRITE ABOUT GAMES, THEY HAVE A COMIC.. 
gx -— — АҒ — ——— IF ONLY THEY HAD A MOVIE AND ACTION FIGURES. 
| IT'S REFRESHING TO BE ABLE TO DISCUSS THE RELATIVE MERITS OF | JEY D HAVE EVERY AREA OF COMIC-CON COVERED 
З 3 | | 
DALEK COOKIE JAR zm SIZE LEGO DARTH VADER WITHOUT SCREAMING WELL, THEY'D ALSO HAVE TO DRESS UP Lite STORMIROOPERS. 


OKAY, I ADMIT, I SCREAMED, 


BUT I WAS EXCITED ABOUT THE COOKIE JAR, 


SURE, THERE WERE SOME NOTKEABLY BARE BOOTH BABES, 
BUT THEY'RE BARELY NOTICED AMONGST ALL THE WONDER WOMEN, 
CATWOMEN, RETURN-OF-THE-JEDI LEIAS AND BLUE TWI'LEKS, 


ee 


THAT MARIO WAS PRETTY FOXY, TOO. 











EA, MIDWAY, THQ, ACTIVISION AND SONY NERE 
ALL THERE, BUT WEREN'T SHOWING MUCH YOU DIDN'T E 
me ALREADY SEE IN COMPUTER GAMES’ FALL PREVIEW ISSUE. | 


x; | үзді | , Ча”, 

4 rw [КУЭ - Rd та 
„Атчы | YOU DID READ THAT ISSUE, RIGHT? | 

ACTOR/WRITER/CULT HERO BRUCE CAMPBELL 


UNFORTUNATELY, OPTIMUS PRIME SLEPT THROUGH THE WHOLE SHOW. 
HAD THIS TO SAY ABOUT THE DIFFERENCE " 
BETWEEN MOVIE AND GAME SCRIPTS: т EEE 88. 3 © 22 2 2... 


7”: т у 


SMIOR OEE ener ОГЫ 
















THE SCRIPTS FOR VIDEO GAMES ARE ABOUT м А 


THAT [BRUCE SPREADS HANDS WIDE APART] THICK... 
BECAUSE YOU HAVE TO ALLOW FOR 
WHAT A GAMER WILL DO. 


| " EVILD 


| u - um 







^ EVENTUALLY YOULL 
HEAR ME SAY 
















» чы жо d 
"THERE'S NOTHING THERE.* 





..WE HAVE TO RECORD ALOT, CETT 
TO ALLOW FOR STUPID BEHAVIOR. 





THE BEHEMOTH (CREATORS OF ALIEN HOMINID) 

ANNOUNCED THEIR NEXT PROJECT, A FOUR-PERSON 
RETRO MEDIEVAL FANTASY BACK № SLASH 

CURRENTLY ENTITLED “THE BEHEMOTN'S NEXT GAME". 













WHEW ~ IN A WORLD ALLL СЕ МАСҰРУЫЗ, MAUS AND FPSS, 
IT'S ABOUT TIME WE FINALLY GOT A FPRIMIFANS. 






THEY'RE BOTH BLLIE, ВИТ 
¥ MODE тиа S ON SUPER GROVER. 


I DON'T KNOW WHAT THIS BLUE THING 5. А 


awe А 


BUT I KNOW WHY HE'S SMILING. | | 














"YOL ASKED FOR IT, 
YOU GOT IT... 






ANYONE WHO HAS A PASSION FOR SOMETHING - BE IT 
М COMIC BOOKS, MOVIES, DRESSING UP LIKE GREEN LANTERN, OR, HECK, 
COMPUTER GAMES - CAN SEE IT'S PRETTY AMAZING TO FIND А PLACE 


i gaika 4,20 AND 11! Be БАҒУ. NEXT YEAR. 
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Say hello to that hot Dark Elf. 





C | ( Subscribe and save 67% off 
ШІШ е ames the newstand cover price. 
MAGAZINE 
Get 12 issues for $19.97 or 
12 issues with the Demo CD 


for $29.97. 


Subscribe now: 
cgonline.com/subscribe 














Avatars 
Unmasked 


Glitz and gear notwithstanding, massively multiplayer online 


games are mostly the sum of their players, for better or for worse. 


Why do people play? Why do people leave? These are some of the 


big questions, and here are some of the answers. BY CINDY YANS 
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ell no!" you said. "Bunch of whining 
jerks sitting around camplaining... 
stupid dialoque... shallow combat... 
ЕЛІ never replace pen-and-paper 
gaming. Never.” Or "Bring on the 
next Elder Scrolls game." 

A number of years ago, there were gamers who 
considered the burgeoning massively multiplayer 
genre a complete and utter pile of crap. it was tough 
to drag even avid RPG fans into these virtual worlds, 
much less Counter-strike and StarCraft hotshots. 

Then something snapped— something like “апу 
shred of rationality.” Now, you'll hear some players 
and developers alike completely swear that 
MMOsity has caused a noticeable decline in the 
sale of single-player games. 

Yes, MMOs are almost like a full-time job. They 
require a great deal of commitment in order to suc- 
ceed, and they eat up a lot of life-hours during 
which you could or should be sleeping, working 
out, playing mah-jongg, or spending time with 
your friends and family (real time, that is, where 
you have to actually look at them). Nonetheless, 
millions and millions of players worldwide are 
hooked on MMOs, as mesmerized as Michael 
Jackson is by a young boy cooling on a windowsill. 
Why do they play these things? A visit to Nick Yee's 
Daedalus Project (nickyee.com) provides a lot of in- 
sights, though the reasons for MMO-ness are many 
and varied. 
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Growing up Online 


Brea Hailey of Ann Arbor, Michigan, has always 
been immersed in fantasy worlds. She provides a 
look at how MMOs have touched her life. 


| play MMOs because when | was six 
years old, two of my older brothers 
sat me down one Saturday afternoon 
and forced me to watch the Star Wars 
Trilogy, twice over, from which point 
on, | was hooked. | would think to 
myself, in a childlike manner, "God, 
how great would it be to live ina 
world like Star Wars. Imagine the 
things that would happen...." Well, 
when Star Wars: Galaxies came out, | 
finally got the chance. 

I play MMOs because at the age of 
12 my mother brought me four 
books from the Tolkien series and 
said that 1 could read them if | 
wanted, which I did over a period of 
time that year. | fell in love with the 
characters, the world, the different 
kinds of races, the lore, and the ad- 
venture. Again, | thought to myself, 
“Wow, what an amazing world, how 
great would it be to live in that type 
of world.’ Well, now if I play one of 
the great fantasy MMOs out there, I 
can really be a part of that world in 
an active way. 

| play MMOs because, how cool is 
it that I live in a time where | can see 
an entire genre evolving right in 
front of me—a genre that came from 
the games | used to play as a little 
girl? 1 can see and grow with them 
every year, and experience it with 
people from all around the world 
that! get to know and love and con- 
sider wonderful friends. 

1 play MMO's because | think I’m 
one of the luckiest people out there 
to be born into a time that has this 
type of play and social communica- 
tion and be lucky enough in my life 
to have the opportunity to take ad- 
vantage of it. 
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One oft-cited theme has something or 
other to do with escapism. Keith 
Normington of Romsey is escaping from 
that which supplies his paycheck. “Online 
games are extremely good at writing off a 
boring afternoon at work,” he says. 

Joe Strigoivii from Concord, California's 
rationale is classic. "It's fun, it speeds up 
time, it's an escape from reality, [it enables 
me to] have some type of social life, and it's 
kind of an alternative to drugs, and it helps 
block out my parents' constant arguing over 
stupid stuff like, ‘Move your car because my 
car needs to be in the shade!" Get Mom and 
Dad some Valium, already. 

"| get most of my playing time when my 
girlfriend is PMS-ing,” shares "Scorpe" of 
Miami, Florida. (And once in a while, that's 
something you really do want to escape 
from if you value your health and well- 
being.) "MMOs are а life away from life. 
They're an escape to the largest degree,” says 
Maverick827 from Rensselaer, New York. 
"Some may call it a weakness in not accept- 
ing life for what it is, and some may call it a 
waste of time. But | call it a hobby... 


'oung and old, players come at this all- 
i| consuming genre from many odd direc- 

tions. "Brihtwulf" from Wyoming, Michigan is 
in for the long haul. "The games are endless 
for the most part. There really is no'beating' 
the game-""LordMagnus" from Calgary, AB, 
Canada prefers no boundaries:"| guess | like 
being in a virtual world where i can do 
whatever | want;" and Patrick Stephens from 
Sound Beach, NY uses them as a smoke- 
screen. “When I'm at home, | like to surf porn 
sites. Having a spreadsheet come up when- 
ever someone comes in the room—like at 
work—wouldn't be believable. Plus | use 
dial-up, and i need to be able to explain why 
I'm on the Internet for such long hours.” 

And not surprisingly, the most prevalent 
theme is that people simply want an excuse 


to congregate—to meet, rub armor, and 
share ideas with one another, Leon Stuart of 
London, UK says he plays to have fun and 
pass the time. "People say to me, ‘Why don't 
you just play single-player games if that's 
the case?' Well, playing games alone sucks. 
If that were the case, | wouldn't be playing 
games at all” 

"KemOsabe" from Praia, Portugal finds 
them a window into world culture. “MMOs 
make for a varied game experience and per- 
mit us to meet and interact with people from 
halfway across the world. For those of us that 
don't have the inclination to watch National 
Geographic, it's almost the same thing. 

For a more cerebral experience “Xpheyel,” 
from MD compares the experience to read- 
ing: "It's not on the same intellectual level— 
at least for me—but | get pretty absorbed in 
what I'm reading; sort of like I'm there. MMOs 
provide a front end for that immersive expe- 
rience. Chatting is also part of it, you can 
usually kick back and have some brief, amus- 
ing discussions with people you normally 
wouldn't meet... without the unstructured 
meandering of public chat rooms.” 


nd of course there are always a few mo- 

àtivations that are not so warm-and- 
fuzzy: PsyX of Sto, Sweden says he plays 
MMOs "because PK-ing [player-killing] in 
solo games is pretty hard;" and Neil 
Buchanan from Lawyersville, NY likes to pick 
up women. "There's no good-looking chicks 
in my town, so | go to EverQuest where 
there's all that boob and butt. | find a girl, 
talk nice, and give her gold. Chicks dig that” 

The reasons go on and on, but most have 
this in common: whether we like it or not, 
most human beings are social creatures. If you 
give them a choice, most would rather share 
the fishing hole than have no one to show the 
trout to. E-peen just isn't e-peen when done 
alone. (Oh, and to Patrick Stephens' boss 
and/or family: he was kidding. Really.) 


"I think this totally depends on the MMO. Anyone who plays games can find one that 
suits their tastes. While the default genre and play style seems to be fantasy—and 


rightfully so when you look at the numbers—there are a number of other options available 
now, with more coming in the future to appeal to other gamers as well. As more and more 
hit the console market, we won't need to ask ‘What type of gamer plays MMOs?’ All types 


will." —$со Brown, NetDevil President/Project Leader, Auto Assault 
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Those that 





Play Together... 


MMO-ing with MMOm and DDAd: Families find a whole 


new wave of interaction online sv ANDREW s. вив 


he MMO is probably the most social videogame 
genre, but you generally picture a solitary gamer 


sitting in a darkened room "playing pretend.” But 
is this truly the case? 

"One of the biggest surprises І found is how many 
couples and families are out there playing together,” 
says Nick Yee, a PhD candidate currently working at 
Stanford University. 

Yee has interviewed over 35,000 MMO players over 
the past few years, and while he hesitates at estimating 
percentages, he believes it's higher than most people 
think. Yee's Daedalus Project (nickyee.com/daedalus) is 
the most complete study of the genre available. It's a 
psychological profile of what's really going on in virtual 
worlds everywhere. 

It seems like more families and couples are playing 
together than ever before and it probably has some- 
thing to do with cheap computers and widespread 
adoption of broadband. Now every home can build a 
small network and the entire family can adventure to- 
gether if they like. Even families where daddy happens 
to be a famous game designer. 


Big Huge Families 

Brian Reynolds is the CEO of Big Huge Games, specializ- 
ing in strategy games like Rise of Nations and its upcom- 
ing sequel. Off the clock, he's an Undead Priest traveling 
the wilds of World of WarCraft with his sons. 

"Ro (age 9) usually wants to be a wizard of some sort, 
because of Harry Potter, so he's currently playing a level 
40 Troll Mage. Tay (age 7) is a level 41 Tauren Warrior 

But what happens when dad levels beyond the kids? 
"For the first 30 levels or so we mostly only played to- 
gether and leveled at about the same rate; later on as 
Dad's addiction to the game outpaced the boys game- 
playing allowance, | ended up leveling past them.’ 

This isn't a problem, says Reynolds, because now his 
level 60 Undead Priest can intervene, "Gandalf versus 
the Balrog style,’ making the stories the family shares 
more epic and memorable. 

Clay Thompson, a father of three, went through a few 
games before picking the right one. "We started with 
Neverwinter Nights. My son and I played a father/son 
Dwarf team’ What Thompson really likes to do is fly. "My 
son and | love City of Heroes. Comic books are the kids 
window to an alternate universe. This game plays on that” 





- 
tCFamilies get to do something together 


that is far more interactive, engaging, 
and memorable than watching TV. 77 


Mary Simmons recommends ToonTown Online, the 
only MMO aimed directly at children, “тп a single mom 
and I'm always looking for ways to bond with my boys 
[ages 7 and 10]. ! hate videogames, but my two boys 
love ет and one of the dads in my playgroup recon 
mended ToonTown. It's expensive, paying for three ac- 
counts every month, but worth it" Simmons claims the 
game influences their lives outside of the game, "We tell 
stories based on our characters. They're as real to my 
boys as Spongebob is” 
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[right] Father & son patrol the 
skys of WoW. [below] Clay 

Thompson his son, James, play 
together during visitations. 
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Many people believe that these games are addictive, 
but Nick Yee's psychological training makes him uncom- 
fortable with that term. “1 prefer not to use the word 'ad- 
diction. The word has gained a lot of baggage. Its flung 
around by sensationalist media to portray MMOs in a 
particular light. But it's also used casually by gamers as 
a way of saying how good a game is.’ 

Maybe "addiction" isn't the right word but kids gener- 
ally lack skills like moderation. They can play a game, es- 
pecially an open-ended game like an MMO, too much. 
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Parental supervision 
is necessary. 

"| worry about 
some of the people 


| mean, who is that 
guy behind this 
character or that 
character? You don't 
know. It's scary, like 
a chatroom,’ says 
Simmons. "That's 
why | stick to a kid- 
die game like 
ToonTown for now.” 
[left] Brian Reynolds flanked by his boys Tay But Yee notes that 
(left) and Ro (right). [above] Brian (Poocher) іп his surveys, he 
flanked by his boys, Popoto the Tauren, and hasn't found any an- 
Peapunt the Mage. 

ecdotes relating to 
sexual predators or pedophiles. In fact, most of his data 
is positive. Still, parents shouldn't let their guard down. 
"When they're online, I'm online with them, whether it's 
in a game or not!" says Simmons. 

To counter the "addiction; Reynolds sets a one-hour 
per day limit for all games in his house. “I also control 
the boy's accounts. They don't know the passwords, so 
they need me to personally log them in each time they 
want to play.” 


Anything a family does together can be considered 
beneficial, but Yee believes that there are other tangi- 
ble positives. “Families get to do 
something together that is far more 
interactive, engaging, and memo- 
rable than watching TV. Children 
get to learn teamwork, leadership, 
and communication skills. 
Experiment and play with different 
roles and identities.” 

“Тһе online experience in particu- 
lar has also been a great teaching 
tool for certain ‘economic’ lessons,” 
says Reynolds. “When | first saw 
World of WarCraft's Auction House, | 
figured it would be completely over 
the boys’ heads. But as soon as the 
boys sensed me steering them away, they were like 
‘what's that?! and segan playing with it by themselves 
anyway. Then, one morning, my youngest comes In 
and says ‘Daddy, will you teach me how to buy low 
and sell high?" 

Another hidden benefit to online games is that 
families spread over several states can keep in touch 
and play online together, Clay Thompson's three kids 
live a few states away. "I never foresaw how important 
the games online would become, but I did actually 
get a line added into my divorce decree that guaran- 





my kids meet online. 


teed me three days a week that | could get on the 
computer with my kids, via webcam,” he says. “At the 
time, | wasn't a huge MMO player, so | didn't envision 
the role it would play.” 

These virtual experiences allow him to stay-in-touch 
and forge memories of adventures past he wouldn't be 
able to experience without online gaming. "My son loves 
it when | make him invulnerable and spawn dragon after 
dragon in Neverwinter Nights. My daughters and i hit the 
shopping block in ToonTown and then go back to their 
virtual home to try them on together. It was the most 
fun I've ever had online, just hearing them giggle” 


Online role-playing games are more than just games or 
replacements for real adventure and social interaction. 
Kids can learn, experience, and best of all, do, all kinds 
of things they can't in the real world. “My sons think I'm 
totally cool" says Simmons. "They tell their friends: 
can't play tonight because l'm going on the computer 
with Mom.” 

"My son and І have become much closer through 
gaming,’ says Thompson. “It offers quality time | would- 
n't get otherwise. I’m taking care of my kids online like | 
would if | was there.” 

Maybe this year, instead of hitting the Grand Canyon 
or the local beach, your family should explore the far 
reaches of Norrath, fight the Cogs in ToonTown Online, 
or delve deeply into the forests of Azeroth. The whole 
family could even wear matching armor. 


“Any gamer really. All 
MMO stands for is 

‘Massively Multiplayer Online,’ so 
if the core game is an RPG, like 
World of Warcraft, then most 
players that like RPGs would also 
tend to like an MMO version of an 
RPG. The same would likely go for 
an FPS as an MMO, etc. The most 
exciting part about MMOs is get- 
ting to play with other people, 
which is inherently more fun for 
most people than just playing 
alone.” -Rob Pardo, Vice President of 


Game Design, Blizzard Entertainment 

















MASSIVELY MULTIPLAYER MADNESS 


Better Homes and Gardens 


Express yourself... via your online domicile, Dark Age of Camelot-style 


Aquitaine 

Kobold Spiritmaster, Midgard 

Badvere Server 

“This is the guildhouse for Оидет A 
Plenti where we keep our tools for craft- 
ing, as well as our healer, teleporter, 
vaults to store guild goods, and, of 


| course, our bar. We have a floor with 


the merchants and forge, and one with 
beds for all fout members of the guild, 
and even a crumbling well outside 
where we make Munt sleep." 


‚ Astewyr 


Briton Cleric, Alblon 
Guinevere Server 
^After a long day af tanding to the 


| wounds of my Comrades-in-Arms, on 


the battlefleld and in their other 
quests for glory, | retira here to get 
some much needed rest. 1 keep here, 
reminders (trophies) of our heroic vic- 
torles. All are welcome hera, to share 
tales af battle, relax by the Ғіге, or to 


{ plan our next attack. 


Chicarooney 

inconnu Necromancer, Albion 
Guinevere Server 

"Many days past, | sat in my empty 
homa... wondering, waiting, and then 
the glorious day was finally here! The 
taxidermist arrived at my local market. 
He said to me, ‘My friend, I bring news of 
wonderful things ta come! Bring me re- 
mains of certain creatures throughout 


3 Atlantis, Shrouded Isles, and Catacombs, 


and i will create for you breathtaking 
trophies ta fill your home.'^ 


Daranal 

Celtic Druid, Hibernia 

Lancelot Server 

“The house of our Order is modest yet 
finaly finished, at home its surrauad- 
ings and In harmony with nature. Even 
inside we keep touch with the land, 
though | will admit the bartender seems 
a tad... undernourished.” 


Егісе! Nostrebor 

Briton Armswoman, Albion 

Bors Server 

"Welcome to the home af Eelsel and 
Draec Nostrebor! This spacious three 
story residence includes a full-service 
bar, conference room with on-staff bar- 
tender and all the amenities you came 
to expect from a well-appointed Briton 
home. Visit our dungeon trophy room. 


. Share a game of chess In the common 


area. Or simply relax naxt to the fíre. 
Our door is always opan." 
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.'" Waking 
| Dream 





MMOs help those with disorders overcome 





player online games. For a few hours every day, 
she develops her character in Ragnarok Online and 
catches up with her band of frlends. 

Offline, Lily finds it somewhat difficult to make 
friends. Her speech isn't fluid, and she is often judged 
for that at her high school. Specifically, Lily has 
Asperger's Disorder, a minor variant of autism. Even 
though she is 16-years-old, Asperger's Disorder stunts 


tt In the MMO world, she can 
overcome challenges without 
real-world limitations. 99 


| ily Luk Is wholly enthralled by massively multi- 


her social interactivity to below the level of a 10-year- 
old. The disorder includes impairment in two-sided so- 
cial interaction and non-verbal behavior. Other details 
include social isolation and eccentric behavior as well as 
uncoordinated motor skills. 

Online, Lily is not bound by these restrictions. In the 
MMO world, she can overcome challenges without her 
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real-world challenges sv JOHNNY LIU 


real-world limitations. Hidden behind the character she 
has created, she Is able to talk and communicate In 
these online worlds without being Judged for her direct, 
surface qualities. She has made more friends through 
her gaming than at school. Her "secondary" life is her 
real, ideal life. 

John-Michae! Cordero, a psychologist who deals with 
children and the mentally impalred, offers a word of 
warning: "It's good that people who could not other- 
wise communicate due to whatever reasons get the 
chance to do that, [but] ! must emphasize the imaginary 
world the game presents: | would only consider [these 
games] a step in a serles of steps to becoming socially 
integrated: 

The imaginary social worlds that MMO's provide cre- 
ate a digital mask. А spindly-armed boy can become a 
muscle-bound He-Man. À woman can play a man. А 
player is empowered for change. In these alternate, on- 
line worlds, a player isn't judged by the way he physi- 
cally looks or acts, but by the limits of the mind. MMOs 
offer a chance for self-actualization. Worlds like Azeroth 
and Ragnarok become havens where players can de- 
velop and grow, within the rules of the game. 
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Ano nes тӛсеу multiplayer online game, 
Second Life, is a player-constructed world. 
The Second Life world isn't bound by the 
same rules of combat and character devel- 
opment that anchor traditional role-playing 
games. Instead, developer Linden Labs has 
designed an "open source" world that at- 
tempts to mirror the real one. 

The creators describe their world as "a 
palette of self expression" When given this 
near freedom, what do players do? Thus 
far, players have crafted their own clothing 
brands (PREEN clothing is a popular fash- 
ion label in the world), engineer their own 
transport devices, and even own and sell 


property through a bustling in-game econ- 


omy. Second Life's economy revolves 
around Linden dollars, which can be 
gained by exchanging real US dollars. 
Roughly $300,000 real dollars are con- 
verted every month. 
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The Other Side 

of Living Online 

Initially, Lily Luk's older brother, Jackson 
Luk, was concerned about Lily's new gam- 
ing hobby. Jackson has gone so far as 
“questing” with her online to "protect her." 
Online, the tables were turned. Lily was the 
one that had to protect him from the 
game's monsters and challenges. Jackson is 
now optimistic about the role online gam- 
ing will continue to play for his sister as she 
grows up. "In a way she can explore certain 
emotions that | wouldn't feel comfortable 
with her exploring in real life." 

It is both amazing and daunting that peo- 
ple essentially have this chance to live more 
than one life. The idea of a digital life, where 
man is only limited by imagination opens up 
a range of social questions such as what de- 
fines existence and reality. To wit, the most 
obvious connection would be the movie, 
The Matrix. In the movie, real life turns out to 


It is both amazing and daunting that people 
essentially have this chance to live more 


than one life. 


More notably, as a reflection of real life, 
aspects of society have emerged. Second 
Life has spawned a journalism community, 
with online websites, such as the Second 
Life Herald as well as a variety of blogs, dedi- 
cated to reporting world events. 

Yet, when players are left to their own 
devices, it looks like they sometimes fall 
prey to the same vices as they do in real 
life. As reported by the Second Life Herald, 
apparently a secret dystopian government 
has emerged. Those reports led to in-game 
protests taking the form of player “sit-ins” 
in retaliation of the Second Life govern- 
ment, which is essentially the real world 
Linden Labs. 

As another unique example of self-actual- 
ization, Second Life even extends to a promit- 
nent “Furry” culture. їп simple terms, "furries" 
are people who would rather live life as 
bipedal animals. Members of this decisively 
unique fetish often resort to wearing cos- 
tumes in real life, In the digital world, they 
can make themselves out to be whatever ani- 
mal creatures they imagine themselves as. 
According to one player, Kathmandau, Furries 
find this in-game freedom a chance to be 
“unique, desirable, and visually exciting. 


be a computer simulation—essentially noth- 
ing more than a massively multiplayer qame 
that you cannot easily lag out of. 

Even in World of WarCraft, the creation of 
in-game cultures and the manipulation of 
the game's rules to live out a “secondary 
life" are readily apparent. Warriors come to- 
gether to have "dance parties. Players ille- 
gally “work” in MMOs by mining resources 
and selling them for real world currency. 
The crux in any of these qames is how seri- 
ously players take it. 

Second Life is driven by the community and 
imagination aspects, pushed to creative ends. 
The appeal lies in re-programming the living 
world, creating Second Life businesses, jobs, 
and governments. On one scale, like Furry en- 
thusiasts, players are able to transform them- 
selves into what they truly want to be. Digital 
living engenders self- actualization. 

Cordero is still skeptical about social on- 
line gaming. "The rub is that there are a 
multitude of factors involved which alter 
the coping skills required to separate fan- 
tasy from reality for everyone. 
Unfortunately, with future technology and 
realism of games, the cliche that it’s just 2 
game is quickly diminishing.” <= 





Fazim 

Saracen Reaver, Albion 

Percival Server 

“This is the mighty guildhall, our base of op- 
erations, our commarcial and crafting сеп- 
ter. In it we keep the trophies of our great 
victories, and store the plunder from the 
battlefields. Oh, it's also a good place to go 
when you die. Which for me, is fairty often." 





Rateater 

Kobold Spiritmaster, Midgard 

Pellinor Server 

"This is our guild house. Once, it was a 
might citadel, a monument to the havoc we 
wreaked on the foul hordes of Albion and 
the fey creaturas of Hibernial Than, armies 
of the North roamed the land, defending 
the realm. Now, look at it! A mere hovell 
The armies are gone, and anly we few bro- 
ken down soldiers remain. Damn Hibs,” 





Somerhaile Deoradhain 

Elven Eldritch and Legendary Spgikaster 
Nimue Server 

"My house is a restful refuge from the tra- 
vails of the Realm, it is here that | retire to 
when I wish to meditate or exercise my 
craft. As | spend so much time at home, i 
have worked to make it peaceable and га- 
freshing; its tasteful appointments balm 
tha weary soul of the traveler.” | 


P a 


- - - - . - г | 


cgonline.com 59 3 














MASSIVELY MULTIPLAYER MADNESS 


Ragnarok 


"п Roll 





A case study in how a "little" MMO evolves and survives, 
via its players and the force of Gravity. ву MARK CRUMP 
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Originally launched in North America two years 
ago, Ragnarok Online has been leading a relatively 
quiet existence, at least in the States. Developer 
Gravity Interactive hasn't been so quiet, though, fre- 
quently updating the game with new features. 

For the uninitiated, Ragnarok Online is an MMO that's a 
hybrid of Norse mythology and anime. Or, as described by 
long-time player Carolyn Chang, it's a “cute, chibi anime- 
style game” Instead 
of being viewed in 
first- or third-person, 
it's an Ultima Online- 
esque top-down, iso- 
metric game. 

The biggest recent 
change only affects 
players that have 
maxed out their char- 
acters. While other 
MMOs spend lots of 
time coming up with 

| ERN à ways high-level char- 

en —acters сап advance 

without constantly increasing the level cap (although 
that's still the route many developers take), Gravity took a 
different route: once you hit level 99—the max level—you 
can "Transcend" your character and start over as a level 
one in a more advanced class. You'll gain some extra status 
points (points used to increase starting statistics) to help 
you along, as well as ways to relearn older skills quickly. 
Also, you won't be able to group with friends who haven't 
Transcended— at least until you've gained some more lev- 
els. Introduced in June, there is already at least one level 99 


Transcendent character. 
қар 2 
ese ІЛІП ? 
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“Those that аге looking for not opponents 


— that pose a greater challenge than those 


found in single-player games, but also those that 
want to be part of an ever-changing and growing 
community and persistent world." -Mark jacobs, 
President and CEO of Mythic Entertainment 
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In December of last year, Gravity introduced a new 
world, Ayothaya, the home of a devoutly religious peo- 
ple who have a dark secret (isn't that always the case?). 
Another area recently added is Niffleheim, also known 
as "City of the Dead" It's a normal town with weapons, 
armor, and tool shops—there's just this little problem 
with monsters roaming freely about town. On the 
bright side, though, you probably won't have to wait 
that long to try out that new Sword. 

Player Steven Gong is thrilled with the carrots Gravity 
has been providing players. "Gravity is always coming 
out with new and inventive ways to attract the player. 
For example they have this quest for ‘god’ items, which 
аге very rare in the game.’ 

“These items give godly style stats and bonuses for 
equipping the item,” says Gravity marketing manager 
David Kim. “The items are obtained by a quest that re- 
quires 100 characters to participate in several primary 
quests that will release seals. Once four seals are broken, 
a guild leader can then complete a simple quest to bring 
ítems to an NPC to obtain their god item. Once this item 
is created, the seals are then locked and must be re- 
opened before another item can be created.” Since 
launch, Gravity has also added in siege warfare and are- 
nas where players can beat each other virtually senseless. 

"Gravity has also changed a lot from when it first 
came out, for example giving monsters skills,” says 
Chang. “Instead of hitting mindless monsters ta level 
up, the players have to have some skills on how to at- 
tack certain monsters.’ This puts the emphasis on player 
skill, not just player level. 

Not all players are thrilled with the changes though. 
At ROEmpire.com, player "Kranix" says, "Have they 
buffed monster skills again? (As if they needed to.) It 
seems ever since the transcendent patch, monsters are 
spamming skills like freakin' mad. And a lot of the skills 
are succeeding far too often” 

Although new dungeons, PvP areas and “phat lewt" are 
nice, theres another thing that brings much joy to the 
hearts of Chang and Gong—hats, of all things. "Hats! To 
make the chibi characters even more kawaii!” exclaims 
Chang. The hats have become a fashlon-statement both 
in-game and out. “I had the opportunity to obtain some 
headgear in real-life during Anime Expo; she says. “1 adore 
my Poporing hat sign by [game creator] Myung-Jin Lee? 

Given the "peaches-and-cream" outlook on the game 
these players provided, you might be somewhat dubi- 
ous that things are going that swimmingly. However, if 
you check out the various message boards— official and 
un-official—you'll notice a marked absence of the "Man, 
this game sucks" type of post. Oh, they're probably out 
there someplace, but your average MMO message board 
usually has way, way more detractors than supporters. 

For a small, under-the-radar developer, though, 
Gravity seems to be doing a good job at updating the 
game with new and exciting things. And hats. @ 


Breaking Up is 
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Hard to Do 


Orphaned Avatars: Why do people leave MMOs, and will they ever come back? вү MARK CRUMP 


really only two MMOs people 

enjoy playing: the one 
they just quit their current 
game for, and the one they 
are so dropping this game 
for once it comes out. 
What makes people want 
to move on? Will they ever 
come back? How long do 
they last? Who are those that 
resist the tidings of change, 
look at the latest offerings and 
go, "thanks, but no thanks"? 


i ts probably true that there are 


Leaving Camelot 
"In my experience, after two or three years, people 
burn out and start looking for reasons to quit. It's not 
just a matter of walking амау--іп many cases people 
are leaving behind communities, intense relation- 
ships, and virtual currency and equipment that make 
them feel rich and successful. The process of leaving 
isn't anything like uninstalling a single-player game. 
But no matter how much gold or how many friend- 
ships, two or three years seems typical, based on my 
feedback and experiences as an MMO player,” says 
Sanya Weathers, Mythic Entertainment's Internet rela- 
tions manager. 

Chris Upshir, who played Dark Age of Camelot for two 
years before leaving, wasn't happy with changes made 
to the game. "Somehow Mythic made it tough to solo 
and tough to find new group mates in realm-vs.-realm;" 
he says. “If you have a good RvR guild the game might 
be fun. As far as player-vs.-environment, the game 
couldn't be any easier these days" When asked what 
Mythic could have done differently to keep his custom, 
Upshir said they could have left it alone. 

John Harkins, a three-year veteran of Camelot 
thinks Mythic gives too much attention to message 
board critics. "Since when has the general public ever 
had a clue what would be good for them in the long 
run?" He thinks they should listen to Team Lead re- 
quests more often, and should have a better core 
goal, and stick to their guns. "l've seen too many 
'band-aid' fixes, which in most cases have com- 











pounded issues further down the line. | have seen 
some very poor direction in the later years on 
Camelot, which is contrasted by some very fine direc- 
tion early on at the games onset” 


But... it's Star Wars! 
Then there are those who are going to quit one day, re- 
ally, they mean it—any day now. Frank Bowen has been 
playing Star Wars Galaxies for about two years, but has 
been thinking of quitting since his six-month mark. 
"The game in itself is boring. The game's premise is 
Star Wars, but not much really is Star Wars. The prom- 
ised story-arc has not been maintained, the game me- 
chanics don't work very well, and the process is too 
cumbersome. The grind is not fun, which is 90% of the 
game. The developers could have thought out the 
game mechanics and story content with greater detail 
and committed to that. The Galactic Civil War —there is 
a civil war going on, by the way—hasnt been devel- 
oped since day опе. 


World of YawnCraft 


World of WarCraft created a torrent of orphaned avatars, 
but many of them found thei: way back “home, in 
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| record time. Chris McHugh is one of those who didn't 
| stay too long. After the six- month mark, he bolted back 
to Star Wars Galaxies. 

"World of WarCraft lost its spark for me. | felt everyone 
was only playing for the end-game material and skimp- 
ing out on the mid-game. | was interested in learning 
| about the story the developers created. | wanted to 

| earn the end-game content and enjoy it, not rush my- 
self there and repeat all the instances and dungeons 
| over and over again.” 
| 
| 


| t€ Since when has the general public ever 
had a clue what would be good for them 
| in the long run? 
| 


Rob Schrager spent four years in Ultima Online, both as 
m a player and as an unpaid support representative. À 
| combination of a change to the support program and a 
/ lack of ongoing content development made him throw 
| in the towel."After a number of years, the direction that 
| the designers took, and the areas that they chose to en- 
| hance had no appeal to me. Their decision was, theoret- 


am Í to talk? 
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ically, designed to appeal to their broadest range of 
users, leaving those of us who enjoyed other areas of 
the game stuck with outdated content.’ 

Schrager then moved on to Dark Age of Camelot, 
where he's spent a content two-plus years. "Depth of 
content, regular updates in the areas of interest to me, 
and the social aspect [keep me interested] 
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While a player's seeds of discontent may brew for quite 
a while, in some cases it's as simple as single patch that 
causes people to finally hit the “cancel” button. Harkens 
was a veteran of £verQuest for over two years before the 
patching got to him. 

"The straw that broke the camel's back on this one 
was beíng insulted by a patch that changed experience 
needed to level [a change that negated the racial XP 
penalties that slowed some players down]. | have never 
felt insulted so many different times by a game com- 
pany. The only reason | stayed and put up with so much 
grief in this game was the community [and my] friends 
early on. Don't miss this one and never intend to play 
another MMO run by these people.” 

Well at least he's not bitter. 


ше 


Michael Bellantoni, an EverQuest fi player since January, 


MMOffensive 


"What is the cruelest community you've ever encountered?" 


“I'd say | hated the EVE Online community the most. Outside of my 
real-life friends and my clan, everyone else seemed like a pure jack- 
ass. But hey, | didn't meet many people outside of my clan, so who 


"Also, the City of Heroes free trial І played—damn those people 
were dry as paper. No one talked, no one helped, people just ran 
around and maybe invited someone to a team, but after that every- 
one kept quiet. | hate that game. 

"And World of Warcraft has too many 12-year-olds." -Sunshine Dizon, 


“How about we add ‘stupidest’ or ‘most moronic’ to the list. And it 
would be World of Warcraft. | have never, since my MUD days, run 
into so many ‘I33t’-speaking, self-focused, self-interested, self-pro- 
moting immature morons. Guess what? If | wanted to duel you, I'd 
have agreed—it's not only rude, but grossly so, to keep trying over 
and over again for the next ten minutes. If | wanted to group with 
you, l'd have said "yes" the first time, and would certainly not do so 
on the 23rd try in the last 30 seconds. Cruel, stupid, and utterly un- 
concerned with anyone else—welcome to the bulk of the World of 
WarCraft community.” -Wandell Claremont, Lincoln, Nebraska 








has had enough. “Ail of its failings come down to one 
simple design flaw: the developers equated the idea of 
‘complex’ with complicated, fearing it, and cowering 
back into a simplistic design corner. | don't know what 
customer intelligence level they were trying to reach, 
but it sure wasn't mine" 

Like a lot of level 50 players, the lack of high-end con- 
tent is frustrating him as well as the lack of good pick- 
up group. "The real problem here is, once you hit 50 and 
have been looking at those quests in your journal for 
the last four months, not progressing them at all, 
grouping becomes unappealing" 


Frienasmnrp &Kuies 
One common theme is the importance players place on 
in-game communities." feel an extremely strong sense 
of community within Star Wars Galaxies,” says McHuge. 
"The community is what keeps me in the game and 
playing for the most part. | am more involved with the 
clan administration and don't really play the game.” 
Lillian Haskell, who's played Camelot for over three 
years, says she's been lucky enough to build some in- 
game relationships that have expended to outside the 
game. "| will always feel in some ways thankful to 
Mythic for providing the media to find the friends and 
relationships that | have” 8 


"Guild Wars is easily the most bigoted, 
racist, immature community l've ever 
seen in an MMO. Not to say all juveniles 
are immature, but the average age must 
be between 14-18—and it shows." -Leon 
Stuart, London, England 


"The World of WarCraft community is full 
of little kids. Final Fantasy XI is full of 
snobby Japs and other high-level players. 

"Here's an example: | went to Jueno 
with a bunch of high levels | met on the 
way there who said they were willing to 
help me. I was about level 16. When we 
got there, | started exploring and got a 
bunch of private messages calling me a 
‘noob’ and telling me to go back to the 
newbie areas. Then І broadcast for a 
power level Бесаиѕе І wanted to get to 
18 really bad, so then some guy starts 
saying, ‘Powerleveling is wrong, and you 
shouldn't do it. If you follow through 
with it, ЇЇ report you.’ 

“Then | just left after no one was 
gonna help me." -SpyderMr2, Sycamore, 
Illinois (who perfectly illustrates that some people 


think everyone else [s the problem) 
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Who in their right minds would waste their time playing online 
games that obnoxiously dare to charge nothing? Millions fed up 
with glossy, predictable, repetitive corporate pap, apparently. 
BY KELLY WAND 


Ithough admitting he makes a "decent" living on the side as a storyboard 
artist for Cartoon Network, thirty-one-year-old Aaron Springer claims to 
A see himself as a "warrior" first. With subscriptions to World of Warcrart, 

City of Heroes, Star Wars Galaxies, and EverQuest (the first one), Springer can safely 
be described as a card-carrying, credit-card-number-entering MMO junkie, Of 
late, however, his attentions have strayed more and more to Runescape, а Java- 
based isometric fantasy MMO played in a browser window whose 2D sprites 
amiably evoke 1978's Adventure for the Atari 2600, only blackier. 

Begun as a lark in 1999 by Andrew Gower, Paul Gower. and Constant Tedder, 
Runescape has since offered over two million players the chance ta kill monsters, 
burn shrimp, mine tin, and otherwise do everything a 
character in a standard MMO can do, only 
faster and more pixellated. 

The game is a success by any stan- 
dard for the three designers, who in 
2000 formed a company called Jagex 
Ltd, solely to maintain the game, and 
to develop others that have since 
gone the wayside. In 2002, an en- 
hanced version of the game for a $5 a 
month fee netted more than 5000 sub- 
scribers within the first week, and the 
company now sports offices in 
both London and 
Cambridge with a con- 
tributing staff of over 
100. Runescape’s ele- 
mental interface and 
mild, pleasant style 
offer comfort levels 
literally worlds 
apart from the 
flashy products 
prominently be- 
decking store 
shelves like 
gaudily decorated 
slot-machine han- 
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Control Monger prom- 
ises to feature the 
greatest number of ex- 
ploding chunks of vir- 
tual metal ever down- 
loaded for free. 


dles. As Springer puts it, "It's like the difference between 
home-baked cookies and store-bought ones. Only the in- 
gredients even come to your house for free through 
Gramma's fiber-optic cable.” 

Free online games produced by maverick program- 
mers on shoestring budgets have peppered the 
Internet since its earliest days. The surprise is that peo- 
ple are still playing the same ones now they were five 
years ago, despite the ceaseless deluge of shinier fare. 
Their modest system requirements and learning curves 
can be easily downloaded and played at work, but even 
aesthetically, certain titles stick in the pleasure gland 
longer than you'd expect from a crowd that proudly 
wears its jadedness on its sleeve. 


Although most developers may secretly think other- 
wise, to players graphics has always been in the eye of 
the beholder, "Games are like women, and a lot of 
good-looking ones are poor conversationalists,' says 
Carl Greenblatt, a longtime Meridian 59 aficionado and 


Runescape clan "receptionist." 

“All the new expensive games look great, but they also 
look the same. It's like being screamed at by competing 
wrapping-paper salesmen. They're way less stable, and 
still charge more. People will put up with anything—es- 
pecially if they have no idea better stuff exists for free.” 

One earmark of the homemade titles is their edgier 
humor. Kingdom of Loathing, a turn- and text-based 
broswer RPG run by lovably reclusive ragamuffins call- 
ing themselves asymmetric.net (their slogan: “Stammer 
nicety”), features artwork composed of painstakingly 
cheesy stick-figures and squiggles. Loathing lets players 
choose a character class like Sauceror or Seal Clubber 
(“from the frigid Northlands, because one character 
class always hails from the frigid Northlands"), kill pos- 
sessed cans of tomatoes in places with names like "The 
Haunted Pantry; thoughtfully mull hourly updated lists 
of the Drunkest and Most Hung-Over Players (ranked by 
respective inebriety and regret level quotients), and en- 
gage in turgidly overwritten PvP. 

If occasionally clicking your mouse button sounds 
too debilitating, there's always ProgressQuest at pro- 
gressquest.com. Once you've rolled character stats that 
meet your satisfaction, your work Is already done. The 
software takes care of the rest, killing monsters, looting 
their crap, and selling it in town, all without you having 
to so much as touch a key or even acknowledge the 
browser window in any way. It's fantasy adventure 
played the way it was meant to be: automated, mini- 
mizable, and with a grayscale status bar one can easily 
pretend is spurting Orc blood. 


Where some see leisure, others see guinea pigs. As re- 
source models that provide opportunities for leisurely 
social experiments, many free MMOs offer opportuni- 
ties to test unusual philosophies untainted by meddling 
corporate oversight. 

Harry Speller, who plays MindArk's Project Entropia, 
runs an in-game franchise called "Sterling and Moss" he 
views as an attempt to "see if real-life business rules and 
concepts can be applied to a virtual venture" Speller, 
aka "Aziphirael/ claims that though he's turned a tiny 
real-life profit by selling in-game weapons, armor, and 
materials (in-game items can be purchased for about a 
tenth of their "cost" in real U.S. dollars), the real payoff 


has been making lifelong contacts and watching player- 
driven commerce take root. 


“| believe that most active gamers are or will soon. Бе MMO players, as the quality 


on, many types of gaming MMOs add persistence and a changing world, so this is additive 
їо most types of gaming. -Richard Garriott, Executive Producer, Tabula Rasa 





| 
I and diversity of MMO offerings expands. Just as multiplayer is a great feature to layer 
| 
| 


64 Computer Games | October 2005 








MASSIVELY MULTIPLAYER MADNESS 





, Гу. 


۹ А Т hi с tn В E г" Fe at رک‎ 
Crappy чЧІспез TO iUic сей 
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Allegiance debuted in March 2000 with marketing guns — Continuum’s twitch-reflex gameplay and easy-to-learn, [above left) Allegiance fea- 
no less grandiloquent than Microsoft Research at the tough-to-master maneuvers resonate chords among adult К scat 
helm. Yet, despite wide critical praise (Gamespot named gamers that in some cases approaches mystical zeal. depth, stealth, and team- 
it 20005 "Best Game No One Played”), it failed to turn a "All human conflict to date has been just a dress re- SENE (s 
profit, certainly no thanks to the then dreary instability hearsal for spaceship duels,” says Continuum enthusiast [above] Free MMOs like 
of Microsoft Gaming Zone. For months, Allegiance's Erik Harshman (aka Baron. X). "They're our future, they will — Mindárk Studios Project 
original executive producer Joel Dehlin and lead de- be the principal method by which our descendants will аза ad see ted 
signer Chris Moffat persistently lobbied Microsoft to re- ^ resolve their differences, over and over. It's pretty heroic: doeconomk principles an 
lease the source code. Finaily, in 2004, they got their More free massively multiplayer whatevers are оп the is guy. 
wish. The result was a groundswell of impassioned fan way. By the time this article appears, Mindsurge 
support in the form of player-created mods, ranking Entertainment's robot-MMOFPS Control Monger should 
systems, and updates that ranks as one of the most have debuted, featuring what CEO Clyde Bielss prom- 
unique revival sagas in the history of labors of love. ises will be the most exploding chunks of virtual metal 

"Allegiance is supported financially through both do- ever downloaded for free. Fairyland Philippines will be 
nations and private funding by the guys who own and launching Mermaid Princess and Alice in Wonderland ex- 
host the servers,’ says Pook, one of a small core group pansions, Magic Hat Softwares Irth Online will offer 
who run the game's website, freeallegiance.org. The site players a chance to work on their glassblowing. For 
features forums, updates, servers, mods, and even offers every corporate sponsored MMO that comes out, à 


an eight week training program called @Cadet to help fa- thousand independent ventures will be waiting in the 
miliarize new players with game mechanics and strategy. wings, ready to scoop ир the disaffected swarms fed up 


Pook says funding has proven less of a challenge than with ponderous soulless juggernauts that exert such 
making a game of such tactical complexity accessible to terrible psychic tolls. 

rookies, even with a graphics engine that still holds up. “Sooner or later, playing them just feels like punish- 
"Occasionally we get new players who think Allegiance is ing toil" says Springer of conventional pay-as-you-play 
just Quake in space,’ says Pook, "but they drop away MMOs, "You see all the content within a couple months, 


quickly when they learn there's more to achieving victory then youre playing out of duty, or to keep up with your 

than just being a good dogfighter. friends, or to justify the money youre still paying—it's 
Straightforward dogfighting is exactly enough to sate this miserable catch-22. The final phase is quitting and 

players of Continuum, formerly known as Subspace, a 2D feeling embittered by all Ще! time wasted when you 

space shooter launched by Virgin in 1998 for $30 before could've been doing something productive” 

the company went under and the title was picked up by Like playing a game, even. ! 

EA. Cheats like "the Twister hack" soon forced one 

player named PriitK, one of the creators of Kazaa, to 

reverse-engineer and clone the client, implement- 

ing a bunch of anti-cheating updates along the | 

way. Now PriitK maintains Continuum through a | "Anyone һе ever wantcd-Jo believe: —3 Е 

closed-source client “for security reasons, and regu- | 

larly provides enhanced visual and gameplay features. 





—Scott Hartsman, Senior Producer, EverQuest 11 
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N J 441 м J Fans of the original Bard’s Tale probably won't care for this modern 
E, Й 4 remake, but it delivers plenty of whacked-out hacking and slashing 
! BY AARON R. CONKLIN 


Genre Action/RPG with Attitude Developer InXile Entertainment Publisher Vivendi Universal 
ESRB Teen Requirements 933MHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


he Bard's Tale bears the same name as 


Brian Fargo's venerable role-playing 

classic series from the mid 19805, but 
don't go in expecting a modern spit- 
shine of his new company's remake. This 
is a hack-'n'-slasher with attitude, an ac- 
tion-RPG spun through the funhouse 
lens of Monty Python and Mel Brooks. 
{It's also an Xbox port, although the 
game' shiny graphics don't make that 
Immediately apparent.) It is, at last, an 
RPG for the cynical, selfish bastards of 
the world. 

Cary Elwes, "Westley" of Princess Bride 
fame, voices our lute-strumming hero as 
a gruff-n'-grungy wit who's significantly 
quicker with his tongue than his sword. 
Reluctant adventurer doesn't even come 
close to describing this anti-hero, a lech- 
erous bloke who's uniikely to lift a finger 
If a sizable reward (sexual or financial) 


isn't involved. 

Role-playing a lout like this proves to 
be great fun, even if the list of available 
weapons and special abilities here isn't es- 
pecially deep. The kicker is the dialogue: If 
the withering banter between the Bard 
and the game's oh-so-droll narrator isn't 
enough to bust your gut, conversations 
with NPCs give you the chance to play Mr. 
Nice Guy or bust out your snarky, razor- 
sharp wit. In a nice touch, opting for sar- 
castic repartee sometimes launches a 
melee or à grudge, but just as often it's 
the key to solving your quest. Rarely have 
conversation-based cutscenes felt so 
amusing and essential —even the ones 
that treat you to a chorus line of singing, 
dancing trow., 

The Bard's Tale takes every opportunity 
to hilariously skewer the conventions of 
traditional fantasy role-playing games: the 
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silly, pointless FedEx quests, the barrel- 
bashing, the dippy NPCs, the all-too-famillar 
and obvious puzzles. ("Already, Іт reduced 
to flipping switches by order of criminals, 
our hero grumbles as he, uh, "solves" a 
lever-based special.) 

In order to parody tiresome RPG conven- 
tions, you have to subject gamers to those 
same boring RPG conventions, and while it's 
certainly funny to visit not one or two but 
five mutilated villagers named Bodb before 
obtaining the magical item needed to ad- 
vance, it isn't any less annoying. 

Combat is easily the game's biggest 
drawback. There aren't any special attacks 
or spells to cast here —just clicking on en- 
emies, a process that frequently feels like 
hacking through molasses, especially 
given how quickly your enemies move, 
and how many tend to attack you at once. 
Luckily, you can play magical tunes on 
your lute to summon the assistance of 
fairies, warriors, and other such creatures 
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[opposite page] Time to bust out that razor-sharp wit. [top] Bodh, | presume? [above] Ah, the joys of refreshment. 


to help even the odds. 

And you'll need them. You can only save 
your progress at checkpoints (ah, those 
console roots), so rather than enduring end- 
less reloads or resorting to the old retreat- 
and-cast-the-healing-spell strategy, often 
it's simply safer to run around and wait for 
your magical companions (and even your 
surprisingly vicious spotted dog) to cut the 
opposition down to a more manageable 
size before wading in. That might fit well 
with the Bard's me-first manifesto, but it's 
tedious as hell to play. (If you're nostalgic for 
the simplicity of the original Fargo classics, 
the game kindly tosses all three of them in 
the box for уои.) 

Ultimately, incisive humor and caustic 
personality win out over dicey combat and 
console-itis. Better still, The Bards Tale in- 
spires the possibility of similarly hilarious 
parodies of other gaming genres. Hey, 
Brian—any chance you're up for a snarky 
take on Doom? Ш 


Genre Superhero Smash Developer Beenox 
Studios Publisher Activision ESRB Teen 
Requirements 16Н2 CPU; 256MB RAM 


ack in the day when Stan was the Man 

and Kirby was King, Marvel used to call 

Fantastic Four the world's greatest 
comic magazine. And that boast held water 
for a time in the 1960s, as creators Stan Lee 
and Jack Kirby routinely turned out epics. if 
Doctor Doom wasn't plotting world domi- 
nation, Galactus was looking for a snack, or 
Negative Zone nasties were threatening to 
turn New York into a wasteland. 

This summer's Fantastic 4 movie isnt in 
the same league; the official game, however, 
isn't bad. It sits well below the console edi- 
tion of Spider-Man 2 in the pantheon of su- 
perhero movie games. but it’s still a goad 
beat-em-up. Destructible environments and 
heroes with such disparate powers 3s Reed 
"Mr. Fantastic” Richards’ stretchy limbs, Ben 
"Thing" Grimnı's brute strength, Johnny 
"Human Torch" Storm's flames, and Sue 
"Invisible Girl” Storm's, um, invisibility make 
for a lightweight diversion that plays exactly 
the way а simplistic superhero game shouid. 

One of the best features of the game is 
the plot, which doesn't follow the mavie. 
This is more of an episadic tale designed to 
please long-time fans of the camic book, 
with the four duking it out with Members of 
the fours classic rogues gallery like the 
Mole Man, Blastaar, and Dragon Man, en 
route to a showdown with ol’ Doc Doom. 
Nick Fury of SHIELD even has a cameo. Each 
of the dozen or so missions features a clas- 
sic comic-book obiective, and you slip into 
the spandex of all the FF members to foil 
these nefarious plots. 


Just like in the comics, those Yancy Streeters are a 
pain in Ben Grimm's big, rocky ass. 
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Unfortunately, there isn't as much of a dif- 
ference as you might think between a 
human barbecue and a walking geology 
project who can Juggle taxis. Each hero has 
basic ranged and melee attacks that func- 
tion in similar ways, and combos are simplis- 
tic—punch two buttons and Мг, Fantastic 
whirls his stretchy arms, the Invisible Girl 
lashes out with a force beam, etc. Also, you 
can't freely choose between members, Most 
of the time you're stuck with one or two he- 
roes, which is a real disappointment if you 
have a fave character or want to leer at a 
pixelated version of Jessica Alba. 

There's also a certain snooziness to the 
levels. Basically, you go from point A to 
point B over and over again, pounding the 
Crap out of everything that moves in sci- 
ence labs, on the streets of Brooklyn, 
through subterranean tunnels, and even in 
the corridors of the famed Baxter Building 
headquarters. The only breaks come from 
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The bridge scene in the game mirrors 
the one in the Fantastic 4 movie, but 
without the Invisible Girl stripping se- 
quence. Dammit; Flame on! 


mini-games where you shake fire 
escapes to knock down baddies, 
move circles to emulate hacking 
a computer, and man gun tur- 
rets. Mini-bosses seem to show 
up every time you turn a corner, 
which adds variety to combat 
even though they generally don't 
fight all that differently than the grunts on 
any given level. 

Still, like most entertaining beat-em-ups, 
Fantastic 4 develops a rhythmic monotony 
that easily carries you through the eight or 
nine hours that it lasts. Levels are short 
enough that you don't get bored with the 
repetition, and there's a co-op option that 
lets you buddy up if things get stale. Varied, 
colorful settings and the ability to buff he- 
roes with upgraded abilities further the en- 
tertainment value, as do unlockable good- 
ies like Ultimate Fantastic Four comics and a 
cover gallery featuring the first hundred is- 
sues of the original comic. 

Add all that to the undeniable cool factor 
of bitch-slapping robots with Mr. Fantastic's 
silly-putty arms and pounding Annihilus 
into next week with one of the Thing's 
patented "It's clobberin' time!" haymakers, 
and you've got a good, not great, superhero 
game. -Brett Todd 








Genre Urban Street Racer Developer Juice Games 
Publisher THO ESRB Teen Requirements 933МН2 
CPU; 256MB RAM 


ust as there's nothing quite as exhilarat- 

ing as dropping turbo and blasting past 

the competition on the final straight- 
away, there's nothing that makes you want 
to ram your tricked-out Toyota into a wall 
faster than losing a race—and the cash you 
bet, your ride, and mondo respect points— 
because your computer-controlled oppo- 
nents can't recover from a spin-out. 

Such is the joy and frustration of Juiced, 
another urban racer that nearly failed to 
make it out of the development pit when 
original publisher Acclaim flamed out a 
year ago. THQ salvaged the wreckage, pol- 
ished the package, and let the game out 
of the garage, where it debuts with mid- 
dling success. 

On the surface, there's nothing inherently 
wrong with Juiced. There's certainly plenty 
to tool around with. There are 52 car models 
to choose from and/or unlock, and the 


The guy on the cell phone looks like he just woke 
up. Why isn't he juiced about Juiced? 
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Graphically, the ride in Juiced is lean and mean. 


number of ways you can mod, upgrade, and 
spray your Honda, Mitsubishi, or Chevy is 
more than extensive enough to satisfy most 
race-heads. 

The requisite single-player arcade mode 
is also fairly robust, but career mode is 
where the heart of the action lies. You can 
either check the event calendar or bust out 
your Sony Ericsson cell phone to call out 
local rival teams in sprint, point-to-point, 
circuit, or freestyle events. You begin the 
mode with $40 thou in your coffers, cash 
you'll be using to enter and bet on events, 
upgrade and repair your growing fleet of 
cars, and recruit your own Al-controlled 
team members who can race for you If 
you'd rather watch than drive. Given all 
these resource drains—and how frightfully 
easy it is to lose high-stakes races when AI 
cars drive idiotically, foiling your best pass- 
ing moves—the road from street-legend 
luxury to poor-boy heartache is often mad- 
deningly short. 

Other niggling things also add up, like 
dings and key scratches on a driver's side 
door: the console-rifflc lack of mouse sup- 
port in the menu screens, the dizzying array 
of tracks and urban areas that somehow all 
seem to blur into one, the slippery physics 
model that turns asphalt into ice. 

By themselves, none of these drawbacks 
are enough to make you leave Juiced on the 
warning track, but these four words are: 
Need for Speed Underground. -Aaron R. Canklin 





f. 
J 
Genre Controversy Simulation 
Develaper/Publisher Running With Scissors 
FSRB Mature Requirements Postal 2 


ou have to admire Running With 

Scissors for cultivating its own little 

niche of dumb in the gaming world. It 
wants to be the Troma of gaming, even 
going so far as putting its president, Vince 
Desi, in its games much like Troma does 
with Lloyd Kaufman. If you're unfamiliar 
with Trama's cinematic gems like The Toxic 
Avenger and Terror Firma (with its "life-af- 
firming rape scene,’ as they called it), just try 
to think of "Postal 2: The Movie." Exploding 
eyeballs? Funny. Competent filmmaking? 
Not-so-funny. Impossibly large breasts? 
Always. Taste? As little as possible. 

The aesthetic of idiocy gets quite the 
workout in Apocalypse Weekend, an add-on 
that grafts a new single-player campaign to 
the original first-person tackyfest Postal 2. 
Running With Scissors is apparently un- 
happy with game publishers, and thinks 
you should care. You're trying to recover a 











Guild Wars 
NCSoft 


World of WarCraft 
Vivendi Universal ж * * x 


Grand Theft Auto San Andreas 
Rockstar Games 3 k 


The Sims 2 University 
Electronic Arts * ж Ж x 


Star Wars Galaxies: Total Experience 
LucasArts Not Rated 


The Sims 2 
Electronic Arts * ¥ 


Тһе Sims Deluxe 
Electronic Arts J 


Half-Life 2 
Vivendi Universal ` 


Lego Star Wars 
Eidos Жжжж 


RollerCoaster Tycoon 3 
Atari м 


Zoo Tycoon 2 
Microsoft 1 


DOOM 3 
Activision * Уз 


Knights of the Old Republic 
LucasArts * # xk жж 


Stronghold 2 
2K Games * ж: 


Empire Earth li 
§ U Vivendi Universal **z 


Halo 
if Microsoft 


Knights of the Old Republic Н 
iU LucasArts X» ka 


| The Sims Unleashed 
ia Electronic Arts Ж Ж ЖУ 


Flight Simulator 2004 


SU Microsoft * w x XK 


Source: NPD Group’ А Funwaosld. The June list is 
based оп units sold by moie thun 70 channel partners, 


lepresentuny 90% of the U.S. ielai! consume? market. 
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gold master copy of this very game from 
the idiot CEO, and eventually you need to 
nuke them from orbit, That they bleep the 
name of the game company throughout is 
pretty funny; that most of the game itself is 
repetitive and tedious is funny in the same 
way a colonoscopy is. Which is to say, it's 
not so funny. 

Which is probably the point. It's crude, 
lewd, incompetently produced, and gener- 
ally behaves like an ill- mannered 12-year- 
old. The mere existence of a “Piss Patch,’ 
post release, is probably all anyone needs 
to know about its sense of humor. (As in, 
"how could they forget to include the abil- 
ity to urinate on people for fun, or to pee 
on yourself to put out fires?") As a way to 
briefly channel your inner sociopath, it's en- 
tertaining in very short busts. It's seriously 
challenging—the final battle absurdly so— 
and there are a couple of in-jokes that are 
legitimately funny. But a little Postal goes a 
very long way, and no amount of Gary 
Coleman or zombies with Tourettes can 
make this Apocalypse come to its logical 
end as quickly as possible. -Steve Bauman 
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жа B. 2 
a sensitive portrayal of Arabs. 


Genre Turn-based Historical Wargame 

Developer Western Civilization Software 
Publisher Matrix Games ESRB Not Rated 
Requirements 500MHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


ou're playing Crown of Glory as France, 

and you're trying to figure out how 

many luxuries you're going to have at the 
end of the turn because it's critical to your 
National Morale. But you can't get the num- 
bers to come out right, what with waste, 
trade, taxes, and a bunch of other things 
that don't fit into the line-item summary, 


and are nowhere to be found in the manual. 


In fact, most of the things about the eco- 
nomic system aren't in the manual, which 
nonetheless manages to clock-in at around 
100 pages. 

You wish you could just sort your 
provinces by luxury production, but the in- 


terface isn't anywhere near this functional. 
You just got done re-loading from an au- 
tosave because you mis-clicked the Grande 
Armée and moved them into the middle of 
a Russian swamp—despite the fact that the 
turns are resolved simultaneously and noth- 
ing happens until you hit the "End Turn' 
button, there is no way to undo an order 
once given. The turn before that one, you 
had to crash out of the game because you 
were in the middle of a tactical battle in 
Detailed Mode and there is no way to save, 
much less exit, from that screen. And it was 
a large battle, which can take hours. Before 
you loaded up the game again, you 
checked the official forums and found out 
that you can actually hit the "Q" key and 
have the battle autoresolve. That's not in 
the manual, either. So during the next large 
battle you try this out when you get to the 
battle screen. It works, but the battle still 
takes 20 minutes. 

Yet, for some reason none of this mat- 
ters that much. Through careful campaign- 
ing and subsequent diplomacy, you man- 
aged to re-create the Grand Duchy of 
Warsaw as a French protectorate. This 
gave you a launching pad for your grand 
dream of an invasion of Russia, because 
your armies would melt away on the 
Russian steppes without a long (and ex- 
pensive) supply chain based in Poland. 
You organized your armies and corps, at- 
tached leaders, and beat the Russian 
armies in battle after battle until you laid 
siege to Moscow. Russian morale is plum- 
meting, but your supply chain was costing 
you a fortune, and eventually it broke 
down due to raiding ín your rear, which 
caused thousands of soldiers to desert or 
starve, Will Russia surrender before your 
army collapses? 

Things could be better. Ideally, you would 
have fought the climatic battles around 
Moscow using the Detailed Combat option, 
but besides taking forever, it's just not that 
interesting. It's generic, feels odd due to the 
division scale, produces somewhat anom- 
alous results, and is prone to crashing (to 
the desktop). There is a whole economic 
system underlying the game that is not only 
poorly documented, but ends up not need- 
ing much manipulation in any case. You can 
move sliders around, but once you have 
your best timber province producing maxi- 
mum wood, and your best wool province 
cranking out textiles and agriculture, there 
Isrft any reason to go back and change it. 
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The optional tactical battles are 
interesting, but the choice of di- 
vision scale (as opposed to bat- 
talion) makes it not feel much 
like Napoleonics; How many 
wood chips should ! produce? It 
makes no difference. 


There is a complex system of 
province developments (in- 
cluding Courts and Culture), 
but in the 1805 campaign, 
even pouring all your effort 
into improvements doesn't provide much 
benefit relative to your starting position. 
Starting in 1792 gives you more input into 
shepherding your nation into the Industrial 
Age, but even there, the choices are some- 
what predetermined. 

Diplomacy plays a huge part in the game, 
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which makes it an excellent choice for large 
(five or more players) PBEM but a poor one 
for two-player play, since alliances are cru- 
cial and coordinating the actions of multi- 
ple recalcitrant Al nations is difficult. And 
who designs a PBEM feature with no ability 
to actually show the turn replay? 

There are plenty of undocumented 
game mechanics here, as well as features 
that don't work the way they're described. 
While bugs may be fixed, and many of the 
issues are addressed—the first patch be- 
came available as this was going to press— 
new design choices may not be so smart. In 
the end, if directing your armies around 
Napoleonic Europe with somewhat ab- 
stract Quick Combat resolution gets you 
excited, you can pretty much overlook all 
the other problems. If you're looking for 
more, it's not here. Which isn't to say the 
designers didn't try. -Bruce Geryk 


ín Crown of Glory, victory in battle, achieving political 
objectives, and satisfying your populace gains Glory. 
Gain enough first, and you win. 
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Sometimes you can say more with less Here's а 
її shorter апаіуч of some reuen ames 


GRAND THEFT AUTO SAN ANDREAS 
MANU INETI AUIU SAN ANUNCAS 


"Sex, Lies, and Coffee” 


BATTLEFIELD 2 


“Broadbands of Online Brothers." 


naa anwar rat 
| ЖАЛАСАЧСАР 
ГЕНЧ ОЧУЫ. AN 


"Escape from Zoo York.” 


THE SIMS 2 
"Lord of the Bling." 


Have some four-word reviews of your own? 
Send them to editor@ecgonline.com 
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HARDWARE 


technicalities 


by Kevin Rice 





Not So User-Friendly 


How proprietary PCs can waste a few weeks of your life 


both building and programming them since 1 was a 

teenager in the 1980s. 1 remember having to play with 
XMS and EMS and IRQ settings in DOS. | remember using 
the speed of a directory scroll in a text window to deter- 
mine the speed of a processor. 

So, when a friend of mine (we'll call her Jane) told me she 
was having issues with her relatively new scanner, | thought 
it would take me five minutes to get the thing up and run- 
ning. Her computer is less than a year old. She bought it as 
part of a package at a large electronics chain, and it was 
fairly complete. It' no gaming powerhouse, but it has a de- 
cent processor, plenty of RAM, a nice LCD monitor, and an 
all-in-one printer. 


| 'm pretty knowledgeable about computers. l've been 





Unfortunately, it also came loaded to the gills with more 
crap than a backed-up septic tank. The manufacturer—| 
shouldn't give their full name so I'll just use their initials, HP— 
had pre-loaded so much "all our users are complete morons" 
trash on to the system that, even with a decent processor and 
RAM, it ran like molasses going uphill in a hurricane. 

Jane was used to this though. All she really uses the ma- 
chine for is web surfing, e-mail, and the occasional project 
involving Word or Access. Her gaming (using the term 
loosely here) involves logging on to Yahoo! Games. 
However, being who | am, 1 was bound and determined to 
speed the thing up. There's an Athlon 3000+ In there with a 
gigabyte of RAM; it just shouldn't run like this. 

| went and downloaded some free virus scanning and 
spyware checking software for her. The spyware checker al- 
most choked, but it found nearly 300 incidents. Poof! 
They're gone. The virus checker found three viruses. Poof! 
They're denied access, quarantined, or otherwise deleted 
and disabled. 

“There; | thought. "Now we should start moving along here? 

1 rebooted her machine, and realized there were approxi- 
mately 15 things all loading during the startup sequence, 
and all were throwing notification icons down near the 
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“The manufacturer pre-loaded so much 
‘all our users are complete morons’ 
trash on the system that it ran like 
molasses going uphill in a hurricane.” 


clock, all of them competing to be top priorities. 

"Well, we can fix that,” | think. | go to Start Menu and run 
MSConfig. There are literally dozens of extraneous things in 
the Startup tab. Most of them are crap, but a few are re- 
quired. | uncheck everything that's not necessary and 
restart. To my amazement, at least half of them come back. 
“I'll deal with those later.” 

In my head, I've determined that the HP printer drivers 
have been corrupted. In fact, HP's own website tells me this 
is the case. | download the drivers and follow the instruc- 
tions. They refuse to install. | know | had uninstalled the pre- 
vious drivers first, but maybe there were still registry entries, 
| go back to HP's website and look for an Uninstall Utility. To 
my surprise, it's there. “Click the Download Now button to 
receive this program’ it tells me. The problem, of course, is 
that there is no "Download Now" link. 

By this point, I'm frustrated. I've spent at least 5-6 hours 
on a scanner (the printing and copying functions are fine). 
The suggested solutions from HP lead to dead-ends. I've 
reset the printer to factory defaults. l've personally scraped 
the registry. It's still not installing. We decide to take a break 
because she wants to use some other pre-installed soft- 
ware. The spyware scanner has killed a 
lot of that, so | spend another hour re- 
connecting this damn thing, getting it 
back to a point where it's functional. 
We're still working on getting the scan- 
ner to function. 

What's the point of this? I’m not say- 
ing that HP, whoever they are, intention- 
ally sold faulty software or hardware. | 
am saying that the pre-installed garbage, the auto-running- 
at-startup bypasses, and the non-standard, proprietary soft- 
ware need to stop. Now. 

To get the "basic driver" from HP for this particular all-in- 
one model, it's a 45MB file. The applications themselves аге 
extremely proprietary, without any inherent capability to 
import or export from other, more generic formats. The in- 
cluded "security system" is anything but; in fact, it's far more 
annoying than it is useful, with an always-on-top window 
constantly flashing inane messages at you. 

While all of these "features" are supposedly “added value” 
they are nothing more than a major pain in the ass for any- 
one beyond the complete new user stage. | know that 
they're trying to protect even the greenest recruit from what 
can be devastating attacks through e-mail and the Internet. I 
know it's not intentional, but this isn't the solution. 

In a perfect world, the machine would ship in a state with 
options like, "Install Windows only" and "Install these addi- 
tional components.’ That way, new users can have their 
hand held, while more experienced ones can bypass that 
completely. As it stands now, HP has completely crippled 
this machine in an attempt to make it easy-to-use, 

And we still have to get her scanner working. Ш 
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| |19515 15/5399 х ж ж ж ERES | | 
; you're looking to build your own ma- 
If you're looking for an inexpensive 19-inch LCD, this chine, or are in the market for a new 
mode! from LG is worth considering. Its street price is one, you're faced with an overwhelming 


right around $300, making it one of the cheaper ones number of choices. This monthly guide 


, : Қ gives you some basic starting information 
out there. It doesn't have many frills—there's a simple, on the mast critical components of any 


tilting base, and a slightly lower-than-current contrast gaming system: processor and video. 
ratio (550:1)—but the actual display is excellent. Its 
biggest drawback is the lack of DVI input; it's VGA- 

only. Though most people wouldn't be able to tell 


the difference, those spending $500 on a videocard Intel and AMD are slowly but surely releasing 
a new stream of chips. As usual, they are 


Processor 








in order to i in vi i i 
: get the ultimate іп visual quality might tOligh to come by and paced sre пег ар 
ave a problem. The rest of the world, however, may be con- mium. You don't need these monsters to play 
tent with saving a few bucks. -Steve Bauman the latest and greatest games. A little simple 
shopping will yreld some impressive values 
that will keep you up to speed. 
à Budget 
P1 80 - я CA Athlon 64 3200+/3.0GHz Pentium 4 
Antec/$1499 ж ж x ж v < Make sure to get the 800МН2 FSB versien of 
Antec calls the P180 an "Advanced Super Mid Tower" and for | the Pentium, or the 939-pin Athion (fer up- 
once, the hyperbole is apt. It's an attractive case, with a brushed | grading ригроѕез:. Both chips are bargains at 
silver look accented with black. Though the plastic facade feels, diis cc 
well, plastic-y, the interior design is both innovative and super Sweet Spat 
useful. The biggest change inside is in its moving the power Athlan 64 3500+/3.4GHz Pentium 4 
supply from the top of the case to the bottom. While heat rises, Again. go with either the 939-pin versica of 
= A А 2 > SOOM FS д 
it's blocked off from the rest of the case and there's a giant the cA I ЦР 
1 Pentium. They aren't much faster than the 
120mm fan blowing air across it, so you can forget your power "budget" chips, but that extra oamph comes 
supply heating up the interior. Two other nifty details include for only $50 or so. $250 
spots in the case for drive rails and a snap case that holds screws. (Who ТШ 
doesn't think that's a brilliant idea?) There аге two drive cages (11 drive bays кес 22 
in all), and both have mounting points for 120mm fans, Ап optional shroud can be installed тела СОМИЙ ТЕС к 
to sit on your videocard(s), with a spot for an 80mm fan to either blow cool air on your best a gamer can do. at least unti dual-coce 
cards or suck hot air out, but its placement basically makes it impossible to work on any- CPUs match single-core ones in регїсптллсе. 
thing in the case. Even if it's not the easiest case in the world to work with, there's no doubt 51100 
that it lowers case temperatures, making this a serious choice for high-end users. -SB 
Мїдео 
There's а new Performance champ in town, 
A and it's crazy expensive. But if you need the 
mi ultimate, theres one choice. 






Budget 

GeForce 6600 GT 

Available in either PCf-e or AGP versions, thls 
ıs the best bong for your buck card on the 
market today. Its not worth considering any- 
thing slower or cheaper. $160 
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Sweet Spot 

Radeon X800XL 

This is à terrific performer that comes in just 
undei $300. As the GeForce GSCUGT Wraps in 
price, it will aio be an equully goed choke 
at a similar price point. 5280 


Ultimate 

GeForce 7800GTX 

If you want the absclute fastest card in Pais- 
tence, this is it, Today. While ATI valf probably 
match or surpass it with its next card, foi 
now this 15 the choice. 5599 









this homebrewed case. Не says the wood for the case came from 
d it was designed for a lot of cooling and easy access to 
е that wouldn't look out of place in a 1970s living 
interesting case mod of your own? 


Reader “Spike” sent in 
an oak tree his dad timbered, an 
components. The final result is a cas 
room. At least in this case, the wood is real. Have an 


Submit it to editor@cgoniine.com. 


cquntine.com 73 





ONLINE 


road to nowhere 


by Cindy Yans 


Where s the war? 


Disillusioned WoW players need more 








of Discord? Omnipresent, like Santa, the IRS, and God, 

he stood in all the newbie areas at once, looking dire 
and sporting a zone-appropriate weapon. If you handed 
him your Tome of Discord, you enabled player vs. player 
combat for that character. Early on, lots of players gave it 
over to him in error. (“Неу, the book says ‘Discord; the 
dude's name says 'Discord; must belong to him, right? 
Whaddya mean I should've read the manual?") 
Immediately thereafter, you've got a red name over your 
head and you're a marked Norrathian. 


0 oes anyone remember the original EverQuest's Priest 





PvP never quite took off full force in EverQuest. In fact, if 
you had a red name on a so-called "blue" (primarily PvE) 
server, it was like being that outcast in third grade: people 
whispered, laughed, pointed at you, talked behind your 
back, and you were always the last one picked for the flavor- 
of-the-week team sport in gym. Oh yeah, there were severs 
primarily for PvP, and they limped along for years, until ear- 
lier this year, the four barely populated PvP servers were 
merged into, er, one barely populated PvP server. FverQuest, 
by Its very nature—heck, by its very name—is a quest-cen- 
tric PvE style game. Forerunners Meridian 59 and Ultima 
Online (both amazingly unbelievably still viable) had differ- 
ent approaches to PvP, with Meridian's flawed balance, and 
early Ultima's ganker player-killer's paradise with nasty 
penalties for the victims, such as loss of equipment and 
cash, not to mention dignity. 

What makes me bring up the roots of PvP combat in 
graphical MMOs at all is the fact that I've recently filed for sep- 
aration from my lover of the last year or so. About 12-15 
months ago, in this column, | said something about “cheating 
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"The lore of the 
WarCraft universe 
completely sets it 
up for large-scale 
global conflict." 


on Dark Age of Camelot" with that new gigolo down the 

street. That roué and cad, World of WarCraft, was only in beta 
testing at the time, so | had no way of knowing whether 1 was 
ready to make a serious commitment. it swept me completely 
off my feet with its gorgeous art direction, clever quest pro- 
gression, and a whole lot of immediate gratification. In fact, it 
swept a whole lot of people off their feet. | swore allegiance— 
forsaking (nearly) all others, and when things got shaky (i.e. 
when I hit the level cap), ! overlooked its shortcomings and 
selflessly forgave it. | forgave it for the fact that at level 60, the 
only way to play casually (a few hours here and there) was to 
forget about the character I'd put so much time into, and start 
another. | forgave it for separating me—a player who doesn't 
have the time to do large-scale raiding on a regular basis— 
from my guildmates, who do. | forgave it for its early lackluster 
PvP, telling myself that, any day now, a really meaningful PvP 
system would fall into place. 

New instances arrived, demanding nearly as much (or 
more) time spent. PvP battlegrounds opened offering gladi- 

atorial-style combat with a ladder progression structure. 
| mean, the lore of the WarCraft universe completely 
sets it up for large-scale global conflict. Right 
from its origin, it was "Orcs vs. Humans" vying 
for world domination. It's war, for god's sake. 
So where are the widespread tactical battles 
for control of territory? Where is the struggle 
for power that will make a difference in the 
world? So problematic is the task of serving a 
community of players that is so widely di- 
verse, which contains the griefing and ex- 
ploitation for which we Earth Humans are so 
well known, that no one has managed to over- 
come it—and not for lack of trying (Star Wars 
Galaxies, EVE Online, Shadowbane, Asheron's Call, Anarchy 
Online, et al.). Although it's got somewhat lackluster PvE, 
Dark Age of Camelot has come the closest, providing mean- 
ingful PvP in a realm vs. realm structure, and combat that, 
while geographically isolated, does impact the gameworld. 
Flying Lab's’ Pirates of the Burning Sea is looking to go farther, 
with real-world territory that is always under siege, always 
changing hands. 

Blizzard has done a good—no, an amazing—job of pro- 
viding the most beautiful, engaging PvE ever. Its gameplay 
is spectacular, until, instead of finding a reward at the end of 
the rainbow, you hit a brick wall. I've returned to Camelot, at 
least for the time being, while exercising my WoW visitation 
rights from time to time. By the time you read this, | hope 
that it will no longer apply—that "the next patch" or "the 
first expansion" or "a miracle" will bring the magic back—es- 
pecially for the casual player. And | hope that it manages to 
implement PvP that surpasses all of its contemporaries. | 
guess | want the perfect game. We all do, right? But for now, 
well, i really don't want to file for divorce, but there's just no 
"war' at all in World of WarCraft. And there has to be. B 








New 
(ате 


Тһе тап in charge of keeping the realm fresh 
and shiny in Dark Age of Camelot speaks 


Walter Yarbrough has been in the trenches at 
Mythic Entertainment for quite some 
time. Now producer of Dark Age of 
Camelot, he sat down (in the vir- d 
tual sense) with Mark Crump АФ 
to give some insight about Pie: 
the current and future sta- 
tus of the game that in- 
troduced realm vs. realm 
combat to the MMO. 


What are the main 
shortcomings you seein ¥ 
Camelot, and how do you 

plan to fix them? N 


their character's abilities through i. 
a process called respecialization. 
We've made it easier to respecialize through 
patches to the live game, and we've designed 
[the next expansion] Darkness Rising to allow 
players to adjust their equipment when they 
respec. However, players cannot adjust their 
equipment from Trials of Atlantis (artifacts). 
So, in an upcoming patch for the live game, 
we're looking at methods for players to get 
artifacts to match their new abillties. 

Another major issue is the amount of 









water in the Frontiers, We are looking at some 


evil-induced tectonic shifts in the Seas Sepa- 
rating our warring nations. From a practical 
standpoint, that should mean a reduction in 
the water combat (not a Camelot strength) 
and an increase in land-based combat, which 


. is our strength. 


Darkness Rising will have an impact on RvR. 
What steps are you taking to make sure 
those abilities don't turn into an “I win" but- 
ton if my opponent doesn't have the 
expansion? 
Well, from a base design stand- 
point, these abilities are fo- 
cused on measurable in- 
creases in power. It will be 
easier to stay on target 
with a quantitative goal. 
From a production stand- 
point, we plan to imple- 
| ment and beta test these 
abilities and items in the 
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Right now, players can change N % 


Should players hold off on 

completing their Epic Quest 
until the expansion—will comple- 

tion of the old quest help? 
The epic quests with the reward of the Epic 
Armor are actually being redone for the live 
game. At this stage, ! would counsel players ta 
hold off and wait for the live patch. (Even 
though players who completed their epic 
quests long ago will have a leg up) 


Now's your chance for the big finish... say 
something witty, yet insightful. 


When unu want a kitten hegin hy asking fir 
When you want a Kitten, begin бу asking for 
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Knowing where to take a fall 


ej 


in City of Heroes 





MMOCABULARY 


Leroy 4 
Jenkins 1 


World of WarCraft's 
Upper Blackrock Spire's 
Hall of Blackhand contains a 
"rookery" full of eggs that, when ap- 
proached, hatch into very, very aggres- 
sive Rookery Whelps. And there are a lot 
of them. Powerful characters who lead 
new groups through this area nearly al- 
ways say, “Stay away from the eggs, da 
you hear me? Stay away from the eggs!!!” 

А fan video chronicled events that 
happened after a group had cleared the 
area outside the rookery. Whether or not 
it was staged is still up for debate, al- 
though most agree that it probably was. 
What follows is a transcript that created 
the term "Leroy Jenkins? 

Character 1, referring to the encounter 
they just completed: “Well, that s a fot 
better than we usually do? 

Leroy Jenkins: “All right, times up, lets 
do this.” 

He dashes madly into the roakery, not 
staying away from the eggs, saying 
"Leeeeeeeeeeeeeroy Jenkinsss!" 

The entire group is wiped out by the 
rookery dwellers. 

Character 2: "Leroy, you are just stupid" 

Leroy: “Least | ain t chicken? 

There you have it. The term now refers 
to any suicidal (or nearly suicidal) attempt 


to charge into a large bunch of enemies, 


2 
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Use the environment to your advantage when taking on enemies 
with melee attacks or any enemy that causes players to be held, 
mesmerized, or slept. 

For example, if a Hero stands on top of, or hovers over, а lamp 
post and attacks a Possessed Scientist or Rikti Mentalist, and the 
enemy counter-attacks with a hold, then the held Hero falls on 





top of the lamp post, rather than to the ground. While on the 
lamppost, the enemy villain is unable to approach the Hero and 
engage in melee combat. This is а good solo strategy when fight- 
ing against melee opponents at the lower levels, and a great 
strategy to use against any enemy with “hold” powers when 
street hunting at the higher levels. 
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On the Heels of the MU 


Meridian 59 remains the oldest living (and still lively) MMO 








When technology warranted it, a "good idea" was 
born amidst a sea of online MUDs that leave a trail as 
far back as the late 1970s. In the halcyon days of 
1995, brainy brothers Steve and Mike Sellers hired 
brainy brothers Andrew and Christopher Kirmse to 
develop a MUD-style game—with animation!— for 
their fledgling company Terra Nova Interactive. Built 
on code the Kirmses had pounded out in their par- 
ents’ basement, Meridian 59 went live on December 
15th in an early beta state with 35 simultaneous 
users. At the time, these were numbers that didn't go 
unnoticed by 3DO's Kevin Hester, who promptly 
bought the company (renamed Archetype 

‚ Interactive for copyright reasons) and initiated an- 
other beta that attracted nearly 30,000 participants. 

As the first creature ever to take on the name 
MMO and to sport a monthly subscription system 
(prior conventional wisdom had been “pay-by-the- 
hour"), Meridian 59 launched to rousing critical and 
commercial success in September 1996. But it 
quickly fell beneath the double blades of its early ri- 
vals Ultima Online and EverQuest, forcing 3DO to fi- 
nally turn the lights out in late 2000. 

Doggedly persistent fans, however, refused to let the game die. 
in 2001, two of 3DO's developers, Rob “О” Ellis 11 and Brian 
"Psychochild" Green, purchased the rights to Meridian 59 using 
funds raised by family, friends, and credit cards. Together they 
formed a California corporation called Near Death Studios and re- 
suscitated Meridian 59 from assets so literally “near death,’ recalls 
QA Manager Mike Emmons, "the hard drive croaked completely 
just after we retrieved the code.’ 

Sporting a new rendering engine, dynamic lighting, and 
remappable keys, the retooled Meridian 59 has stuck to its stylis- 
tic guns rather than trying to ape the new regime. Where most 
MMOs trumpet server capacities higher than the populations of 
most Third World countries and vast distances of virtual acreage, 
Meridian 59 prizes customizability and gameplay. 

“We focus on a sophisticated niche of gamers who truly enjoy 
skill-based PvP,’ says Emmons. "We don't offer dozens of charac- 
ter slots, since then a player could simply switch from one char- 


Poor, Poor IGE 


Sony's in-house auction service rivals 
other commercial enterprises 





amicis 


Sony Online's Station Exchange has gone live ous auctions. 
on two all-new EverQuest li servers (The 
Bazaar and Shadowhaven). Players will be 
able to have their characters moved for free 
over to the new servers, or they can start up 
brand-new characters there. Players who do 
not wish to participate in Station Exchange 
can continue playing on their current servers. 
A mid-summer trial phase for the 
Exchange allowed a small number of play- 
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ers to pay real-world currency for the 
right to use virtual items, characters, 
and coin. During the two-week trial 

perlod, each participant spent an av- 
erage of over $14 per player on vari- 


The hottest sellers were a Pristine 
Teak Box, Pristine Strengthened 
Leather Backpack, and a Queynosian 
Small Wooden Barrel because they in- 
crease the number of items a player can 
carry. Nearly one fourth of all the auctions 
ended in a sale, with the highest priced item 
being a stack of in-game cash (20 platinum, 
35 gold, and 40 silver) that went for $315. 
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acter to another to hide from justice.’ Emmons likens the 
smaller servers where the players all know each other and actu- 
ally govern events to the home-style charms offered by a mom 
'n' pop store. With only three full-time employees (Ellis, Green, 
and Emmons, although freelance artists contribute for meager 
pay), Near Death is currently funded "almost solely" by sub- 
scribers and licensees, including a business agreement with 
MDO Entertainment that provides Meridian 59 servers in 
Germany. Emmons admits relying chiefly on good word of 
mouth remains a wearying marketing hurdle. "Since we're not 
well-funded, we can't buy full-page ads to let people know we 
exist, and getting accurate, meaningful attention from the 
games press is often difficult." 

Still, Emmons promises Meridian 59 isn't closing shop any 
time soon. “As long as a single player's interested, we'll keep the 
servers running, even if we have to pay for it ourselves. We did- 
n't buy this game to make money, but to bring back something 
we loved for other people to enjoy.” -Kelly Wand 
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The average price for 1 platinum piece: 
520.41 Average price for characters: $65.92. 
The total amount of virtual cash auctioned 
during the two weeks, across multiple sales: 
117 plat, 74 gold, 78 silver, 14 copper. 





Imperator Imperative 


Sci-fi Colosseum usurped by Baalrukh 


While not officially “cancelled,” Mythic 
Entertainment's Imperator has been put on 
indefinite hold. When Mythic acquired the 
right to develop an MMO based on the 
Warhammer license, it made a judicious de- 
cision to focus on Warhammer Online, and 
on Darkness Rising, its next expansion to 
Dark Age of Camelot. There have been no 
personnel layoffs at the Fairfax VA location 
announced as a result of this decision. 
Initially scheduled for a June 2006 release, 
the sci-fi MMO was abandoned after three 
years of development. "This 
was the most difficult 
decision that we have 
ever had to make; 
said Mythic CEO 
and president Mark | 
Jacobs. "However, 
our tremendous suc- 
cess with Dark Age of 
Camelot set the standard 
for Mythic of releasing noth- 
ing less than triple-A games, and Imperator 
was simply not meeting that standard” 
Mythic will reassess the game's potential, and 
eventually make a final decision on how to 
proceed with its future development. 


Beyond id and lon 


Austin Studio forms to create 
next gen MMOs 


Former id Software, lon Storm, and 30 
Realms designer Tom Hall and other indus- 
try notables whose credits include DOOM, 
Shadowbane, Turok, Anachronox, and ather 
titles have founded Kingslsle Entertainment, 





Inc. Located in Austin, Texas, Kingslsle 
claims to be “a well-funded start up" that is 
interested in creating family-oriented titles, 
looking specifically to build a team of smart, 
high-energy individuals to explore new 
areas of gameplay and qrowth in the MMO 
Space. At this writing, 
Kingslsle is hiring for a 
number of positions. 


Fore! 


Online golf tourney 
prize of 10,000,000 


4 


OnNet Entertainment, as EE 
developer and operator “ot 27777 


of the online golfing game Shot-Online, is 
planning its first Shot-Online Guild 
Tournament with preliminary match 
dates from August 8th to the 10th, fol- 
lowed by final selection play on August 
13th, where five selected guild members 
will battle five other guild members to see 
which online golfer will reign supreme as 
lord of the links. Preliminary matches will be 
carried out on the tropical "Forneus" course, 
while final selection play will be engaged on 
the more demanding desert-themed “Rufus 
Arena" course. Prizes include a 10,000,000 
NG, the in-game currency, and 500,000 guild 
experience points for the winning quild. 
Shot-Online is a hybrid MMO golf sim / 
RPG, with eight different golf courses, 
which may be played free without time or 
play limits, but a Gold Membership at 
$9.99 a month gets you various discounts 
on qreens fees, items, locker use, and 
trade; while a Gold Plus Membership, at 
$14.99 a month, buys a million NG a 
month plus the other discounts. Check it 
out at shot-online.com. 
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Porn and p rofanity irkirth 
Magic Hat Software, developer of Irth 
Online, had a problem with a hacker 
on its website earlier this summer. 
` Someone calling himself “МШЕ” 
posted profanity and pornography, as 
| well as making several other un- 
wanted changes, after which the com- 


pany had ta take down the site. “1 have 
to laugh to be honest,” said Magic 
` Hat's Alan Chipura. “Some people do 


` not have enough better things to 
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do than deface a public website.” MUIE’s emotionally 


charged motive? "I HATE YOU ALL THE MOMENT | SAW THIS!" Pretty scary stuff. 








+ oo м. 


MMOBYTES 


Ballerium Boomerang—The on-again 
off-again MMO Ballerium has thrown 
its virtual hat into the ring once again, 
with developer Marjorem announcing 
that beta testing will begin in 
August.... Turbine hits Asia—Turbine 
has announced a new partnership with 
an Australian company, which will as- 
sist in expanding its horizons into Asia. 
Australia's Omake Interactive Services 
will source local distribution and sup- 
port for the upcoming Dungeons & 
Dragons: Stormreach and The Lord of 
the Rings Online: Shadows of 
Angmar.... Matrix merge— Late this 
summer, The Matrix Online merged its 
nine existing worlds into three new 
ones hoping to increase the number of 
players on any world at any given time. 
One world wilt be Hostile while the 
other two will run under normal PvP 
rules. The Hostile World includes the 
Enumerator, Heuristic, and Input 
servers; one Normal world combines 
Method, Regression, and Iterator, 
while the other combines Proxy, 
Linenoise, and Output.... Marvel 
MMOs—Microsoft has obtained the 
exclusive rights to develop and pub- 
lish MMOs featuring Marvel's Comics’ 
universe of Super Heroes. The 
Marvel-based titles will be developed 
for the Xbox 360. 
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ANDS-ON. 


Auto Assault kicks road rage up a notch. Bam! BY ADAM FLEET 








Developer NetDevil Publisher NCsoft Release Date Late 2005 


It's Like: Monster Garage At The End of 
the World 

The Buzz: it's three in the morning and I've 
just been in a car accident. | know | should 
probably pull over and exchange insurance 
information, but ‘ме been driving around 
this godforsaken wasteland for hours, and 
seeing as the other cars have already ex- 
ploded, flown twenty feet in the air, and are 
now lying in a ditch by the side of road, on 
fire, | decide to just keep driving instead. A 
couple of pedestrians wander out of a 
nearby shack to see what all the commo- 
tion is about— just in time to get the busi- 
ness end of my front fender... which just 
happens to have blades attached to it... 
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oh, and a machinegun. Ouch. They make 
squishy sounds as they pop like little ex- 
ploding meat-sacks beneath the might of 
my monster-truck tires, causing me to gig- 
gle like a schoolgirl, which ! immediately 
feel guilty about. Poor little guys, they never 
had a chance. But then they did have guns, 
and they were shooting them at me, so | get 
over it pretty quickly as | speed off in search 
of something else to blow up, which I find 
early and often. 

Mercifully the server crashes at some 
point, or there's a decent chance you would 
not be reading this. This is beta after all, and 
these things happen, but even in its unfin- 
ished stage there's something dangerously 









catchy about Auto Assault, the upcoming 
action-packed massively multiplayer online 
game from NetDevil and NCsoft. Billed as 
"The Fastest, Most Destructive MMO ever” 
Auto Assault is equal parts EverQuest, 
Fallout, Diablo, and Twisted Metal, all rolled 
into one, If that evokes images of the Lord 
of Terror driving a heavily armed ice cream 
truck through a post-apocalyptic wasteland 
to camp a spawn for some phat loot, well 


yeah, that's it, Okay, not quite. 

Set far in the future, the world of Auto 
Assault suffers from a bad case of 
Armageddon-itis, We're talking mutation- 
bringing metears, alien attacks, renegade 
robots, and a nice, nuclear holocaust cherry 











on top. When the dust settles, three factions 
survive to vie for control of what's left of 
planet earth—the Mutants, a tribal sect 
worshiping the contaminated earth that 
spawned them; the Biomeks, cybernetic 
would-be-saviors turned assimilators; and 
the Humans, who have emerged from 
shielded bunkers to reclaim what was once 
theirs-—from which players must choose 
their allegiance. Of course the disaster 
zones outside of the cities’ protection aren't 
exactly the safest place for a walk, so good- 
bye strolls through the park, hello rolling 
death machines! 

All of this presents itself in what, at first 
glance, is your typicel MMO, There are mon- 








r 7 - 
~ 
oe 


"ОО "It's equal parts 


sters to slay, quests to complete, experience 
to gain, items to craft, and gear to loot. 
What really sets Auto Assault apart from the 
pack, however, is that it plays like an action 


game. Rather than setting out for a level-ap- 


propriate location to carefully take on one 
monster at a time, fights are gleefully 
chaotic as you drive, guns blazing, through 
packs of enemies, sometimes dozens at a 
time. Most weapons are capable of target- 
ing multiple enemies, leaving it up ta your 
driving skills to bring the most of your fire- 
power to bear on the opposition while tak- 
ing the least of theirs. 

Combat is fast, it's crazy, and it's ab- 
solutely a blast. Whether it's crashing into 


EverQuest, Fallout, 
Diablo, and Twisted 
Metal. If that evokes 
images of the Lord of 
Terror driving a heavily 
armed ice cream truck 
through a post-apoca- 
lyptic wasteland to camp 
a spawn for some phat 
loot, yeah, that's it." 


the lead vehicle of à pack. blasting with 
your front. mounted plasma cannon while 
your turret-mounted tlamer spews fire over 
him and his buddies, or smashing full-speed 
through à camp of scavengers, causing 
flopping bodies to fall from the sky like its 
raining fish as their flimsy structures ех: 
plode around you in a spray of busted 
building materials, it's all just good, clean, 
and almost-certainly-to-be M-rated fun. The 
game not only allows for the destruction of 
a majority of the scenery, be it bombed-out 
buildings, highway guard rails, ot trees, but 
it encourages it, as their destruction is the 
major source of crafting materials. 

In fact, most of tne game's mechanics 


cgenline сога 79 











лу = 22. 


————— —— 





seem designed specifically to encourage 
semi-maniacal behavior. Destroying 
things—anything and everything— gets 
you stuff, which you collect by simply driv- 
ing over it, rather than having to stop and 
loot. Getting blown up yourself only gets 
you picked up and dropped off at the near- 
est repair pad, where, after a few seconds of 
licking your wounds, you're ready to drive 


“ off and do it all again. No experience loss, 


no item loss or damage, nothing. Nada. 
Zippo. Transport between cities and zones 
is all but instantaneous, just one brief load- 
ing screen away. Quests are clearly marked 
with waypoints, showing you where you 
have to go to pick up, drop off, or blow up 
whatever it is you're supposed to. It's all one 
giant conspiracy to get you straight into the 
best thing about the game: driving around, 
blowing stuff up for fun and profit. There's 
even an experience bonus for killing multi- 
ple enemies in a short amount of time. All 
that's missing is the announcer from Unreal 
Tournament yelling, "Killing Spree!" 

But it's still early in beta, and while it defi- 
nitely has the deliciously violent hook of in- 
stant gratification, MMO's are about staying 
power, and it remains to be seen how the 
game will scale beyond the early levels. Will 
the draw of more skills, more loot, more 
cookies of all shapes and sizes, be enough 
to hold onto a notoriously fickle MMO audi- 
ence? Will there be enough challenges, 
enough diversity of content, to keep the 
continual string of fast-paced combats com- 
pelling? What will Player vs. Player content 
be like as characters become powerful 
enough to enter the contested zones be- 
tween the factions’ strongholds? What kind 
of endgame content will there be to hold 
the interest of power-gamers intent on 
maxing out their characters in the shortest 
time possible? 

And that's before considering the techni- 
cal issues of making an action game on a 
massive scale, where winning fights de- 
pends on precision placement and fast de- 
cisions. Anything more than a little bit of la- 
tency often makes fighting in MMOs all but 
impossible, and Auto Assaulr's big fights and 
frenetic pace will serve up quite a chal- 
lenge. Can the game possibly run smoothly 
when thousands of people log on and start 
blowing stuff up simultaneously? Let's hope 
so, because if breaking stuff is cool, and cars 
with guns on them are cool, then breaking 
stuff while you're driving cars with guns on 
them must be really cool. You know it. $ 


80 Computer Games | October 2005 


INCOMING 


Showering Pirates of the Burning Sea with pieces of eight. By CINDY YANS 




































Developer/Publisher Flying Lab Release Date Winter 2005 


It's Like: Rails across the Caribbean 

The Buzz: Have you had enough of 
swords and sorcery-laden MMOs in which 
dwarves and elves have illicit relationships 
that produce strangely hybrid offspring? 
Flying Lab certainly has, and it's pouring 
every effort into creating a gambol 
through the Caribbean during the 17005, 
in which human men and women have 
romantic flings over the high seas. After a 
less-than-satisfying relationship with pre- 
vious publishers, Flying Lab is now flying 
solo, utilizing resources from many cor- 
ners of the globe, from Russia's Akella, 
which is producing its ship design, to 
Activision’s (formerly Vicarious Visions’) 
Alchemy engine, to the formidable talents 
of sound designer Richard King (Master 
and Commander), and more. 

Executive producer Rusty Williams is 
tired of games that seem to find it neces- 
sary to punish you with grind before the 
fun begins. "It's like, ‘Hey, 1 hear there's 
some fun around here, but good luck find- 
ing it, my friend,” he says. To that end, 
you'll have your own ship from the very 
beginning, albeit a small one (a very cute 


yacht), to tool around in digging up ad- 
venture. “Yeah, it's cute and it’s tiny, but 
it's also pretty fast,” says lead designer 
Taylor Daynes. There are no character 
classes. Instead there are a series of ca- 
reers, allowing you to be an officer, trader, 
or privateer, to name a few. Oh yeah, and 
a pirate. You'll also be able to switch be- 
tween them when you like. 

From Flying Lab's demo, while there was 
a FedEx mission ("Go buy ale for 
Grogbeard"), the game seems to be mostly 
about real-time naval combat, which goes 
à lot slower than normal MMO fare, "Our 
conflicts are more tactically interesting/ 
says Williams, "Battles don't last the three 
or four minutes you're used to. Instead 
you're looking at seven or eight minutes” 
This may not sound like a long time, but it 
really is when you play it out. You'll man- 
age the position of your ship and its 
weaponry, with the ability to group sets of 
guns and allocate different ammo to them, 
keeping in mind that switching ammo 
takes a fair amount of time. 

If you're not used to naval combat, ma- 
neuvering your ship is a lot trickier than it 
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looks, as you need to take into account its exact 
orientation with respect to the wind direction in 
order to control its speed, attempting to slow 
down or stop when you're in a good position to 
fire. And suffice it to say that these babies don't 
turn on a dime—not even with WASD controls. 
"We've really modeled the wind so that it's com- 
pletely realistic, and there's no way you can fight 
without dealing with that. If the wind is not on 
your side, you can just forget it"The faster you 
move, the worse your attack accuracy. There are 
damage indicators in the UI that show just how 
wasted your bough, stern, port, and starboard 
sides are, and after the battle, you can either pay 
for repairs (with cash earned via missions), or use 
consumables to do so. Your crew is nothing more 
than dispensable cannon fodder. "Crew manage- 
ment is one of the least interesting things you 
сап do,’ says Williams. “Тһе crew members are 
there simply to die and be replenished” 

Like Earth & Beyond and the upcoming Auto 
Assault, there are common areas as well as in- 
stanced missions, so while you and your ship are indistinguishable 
from one another during missions (at least at launch—they plan to 
add avatar combat on ships in a later versions), in town, your inter- 
action is all via your character. The model animation is shaky at this 
point, but the models themselves, especially the costumes, are var- 
ied and interesting. There are white stockings, bloomers, earrings, 
beards, eye patches, leg and arm prostheses (peg legs and hooks), 
and all manner of silly hats. The clothing as well as the ships are all 
historically and accurately modeled, the latter built with actual 
blueprints acquired from various museums and archives. 

Pirates of the Burning Sea will rely heavily on its PvP model—al- 
most a realm vs. realm situation—to drive the gameplay and sto- 
rylines. You'll represent England, France, or Spain for control of 
real-world territories that were up for grabs in the Caribbean at 
that time. When a battle begins, you have a certain amount of 
time to get close enough to your group to join in the instance, and 
they're looking at about 50 players per battle. These will not, how- 
ever, be gladiatorial battleground experiences. Instead, the out- 
comes will cause geographical, political, and economic power 


You can utilize various camera angles during combat—from «row s 
nest, to cannoneer. 








Akella Studios used actual blueprints in its detailed ship design. 
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shifts in the gameworld, with the main staryline being episodic 
across all nations. "This is no little battleground thing, says 
Williams. "These are the real islands that you're going to all the 
time. You're looking at a lot of real-world changes... We've also 
gone to great lengths in our combat system to make sure that 
real-world tactics apply.’ 

They have a lot of plans for their future rollouts, which they plan 
on implementing every few months, but initially don't seem to be 
biting off more than they can chew. The future will bring hand-to- 
папа avatar combat, Admiral Yee and his turtle boats, a traversa- 
ble Havana, and more— except you're unlikely to see scurvy or 
slavery. "You wouldn't believe how many people ask ma if were 
going to implement slavery,’ says Williams. "Uh... по In any case, 
the game looks quite goad in its pre-alpha state, and just like 
most developers—whether or not they "get it right” Williams 
and Flying Lab are dedicated to providing in-your-face enjoyment 
from the get-go. 

"We want to make sure you don't have to go searching for 
hours to get to the fun” Ш 
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Mekyle has laft 
the vassal. 


Ratna says, "I hava to go o ya 


Chavubriskat has lafi the vassal, | 


Spineless Ryan says, "Raporting for duty!" 
Ratna has lafttha vassal. 


Firastormrav has ooma aboard. 


| Makyla has left the vassal. 
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A Pirate s LI 


It’s an entertaining life sailing the puzzling seas of Yohoho! Puzzle Pirates 
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Genre Cutesy, Puzzly, Online YaaarPG Developer Three Rings Publisher Ubisoft 


ESRB Teen Requirements 300MHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


Г § ey, wait, massively multiplayer games 
W are supposed їо be about running 
В В around fantastical universes racking 
up mad XP by slaughtering monsters and 
other players. They're not supposed to be 
about arranging blocks and solving puzzles. 
And they're definitely not supposed to fea- 
ture cutesy pirates that look like they've just 
escaped from the Playmobil factory. 
Don't tell that to the folks at Three 
Rings, who've taken their cute, inoffensive 
ММО concept and turned it into a scrappy 
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indie success story. In the span of the last 
few years, Puzzle Pirates has risen from ob- 
scurity to near-legendary status. It's a 
game -—and an online distribution 
model—that's spoken of in awed tones by 
other developers. (Note the major pub- 
lisher's name on the box label; that just 
got the game in stores.) 

The name says it all: You're a pirate, and 
you gain skills playing puzzles. A dozen 
options exist for your piratical pleasure, 
each of which is a nautical riff on a popu- 
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Behold, the adventures of Dread Pirate Rumplebut. 


lar puzzle or card game. To raise the sails 
on your ship, you breeze through a ver- 
sion of Tetris; pumping bilge out of the 
hold is accomplished by a sea-colored 
take on Bejeweled. Or there's always the 
local pub, where drinking games (no, not 
that kind) mesh with rounds of Hearts and 
Spades. The best puzzle in the lot is ship- 
wrightery, a brain-masher in which your 
wannabe Blackbeard swaps tiles to match 


patterns before the tide rises and botches 
your game, 















This isn't your average pirate sword fight. As for 
the bilge pumping, that's 10096 accurate. 


A few turns through each puzzle/task 
usually suffice to hoist your skills and repu- 
tation to a respectable level. To reach Jack 
Sparrow territory, trick out your buccaneer 
and score your own ship, however, you 
have to dive into the game's social uni- 
verse, signing on with an established crew 
and taking to the high seas to score some 
serious booty (again, not that kind) in 
boarding battles. These play out as а mas- 
sive PvP Tetris scrum. 

While it's true that none of the individual 
puzzles glue you to the screen like the lat- 
est quest in Star Wars Galaxies or Guild Wars 
might, it's still frighteningly easy to sink 
several hours into this ocean before realiz- 
ing it. Given that you can sail for a month 
on these salty seas for free (a $9.95 
monthly fee kicks in thereafter), finding a 
reason to conscript is easy. So what are you 
waiting for, Admiral Benbow? Raise the 


Jolly Roger already. Ш 
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Star Wars Galaxies: 
Rage of the Wookiees 


"You must unlearn what you 
have learned...” 


Genre Massively Angry Wookiee Simulator 
Developer Sony Online Entertainment 
Publisher Lucasarts ESRB Teen 
Requirements Star Wars Galaxies 


porting an all-new planetary system 
that’s both inaccessible and downright 


V) hostile to newbies, along with a 
Combat Upgrade guaranteed to infuriate 
the veterans who have been pining for it for 
months, Rage of the Wookices brings bal- 
ance of sorts to the Force, even if it's bal- 
anced dissatisfaction. The changes come on 
the heels of more gameplay-mechan- 
ics revamping and growing 
pains in Star Wars Galaxies s 
two years of existence 
than most MMOs com- 
bined. Much of the 
sweeping changes are 
for the better, but 
bugs and glitches 
plague Wookiees like 
pesky little mynocks. 
Where the first expan- 
sion, Jump To Lightspeed, 
offered piayers the opportu- 
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nity to build, buy, sell, dismantle, and fight 
with spaceships, Rage of the Wookiees offers 
a number of intriguing new features from 
space mining asteroids to multipassenger 
vehicles that add some much-needed Star 
Wars flavor. But the real draw is the all-new, 
gloomily arboreal Wookiee homeworld of 
Kashyyyk, inexplicably accessible only via a 
privately owned space vessel equipped 
with a hyperdrive that basically forces you 
to buy Jump to Lightspeed as weil. Why the 
public starports in Galaxies, which have 
managed to ferry you to numerous spots of 
greater desolation till now without compli- 
cation, lack accommodations offered by 
your personal space yacht is a fascinating 
quirk of astrophysics known only to 
Lucasarts' accounting department. 

Kaskyyyk, as it turns out. is a fairly inhos- 
pitable place, home not only to the 
Wookiees but their racial enemies the 
Trandoshans and Rodians. There are also 
myriad creatures that exist merety to maul 
and claw you using a new combat system 
they seem to understand much better than 
you ever did the old ane. Kashyyyk is subdi- 
vided into four areas reached by performing 
the usual quota of escort missions, scav- 
enger hunts, and other errands. 

Since many of these helpfully steer you 
among Kashyyyk’s warring indigenous 
races, the quests offer a goed chance ta 
take in the new geography and feel like 
youre actually doma something challeng- 
ing and engaging. particularly if you ve 
never played an MAIO before. Moreover, the 
developers deserve credit for bringing а dis- 
tinctive air of mystery and antiquity to the 
Kashyyyk environments, rather than simply 
stealing from their own version of Endor. 
Although the graphics engine is definitely 
showing its age, Kashyyyk still features visu- 
ally sumptuous areas that successfully sug- 
gest the unique blend of technophile and 

bucolic Lucas himself found beyond him 
to depict in Jed). 

The catch is getting to 
these areas, which winds up 
being less than half the 
fun. Even with the addi- 
tions of swanky, speedy 
new creature mounts 
like the endearing reptil- 
ian Varactyl from 
Revenge of the Sith and a 
BARC speeder-bike, your 


No Wookiee, no shirtee, 
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movement on Kashyyyk is, almost per- 
versely, often constrained to narrow 
gulches and streambeds that force you to 
go on foot for long stretches. 
Monotonously plodding around isn't ex- 
actly synonymous with Star Wars, but to 
the designers' credit, the more of Kaskyyyk 
you see, the more you want to see. 

Then there's the controversial combat up- 
grade. The original combat, armor, and 
weapons system has been thoroughly 
scrapped for a simpler one, but the battles 
now seem much more realistically paced. 
Characters can now use only specific 
weapon and armor types geared to their 
professions. The HAM bars of health, action, 
and mind —though still around—no longer 
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REVIEWS 


feature intricate dynam- 
ics players could consis- 
tently exploit better and 
faster than Lucasarts 
could riposte. 

Wookiees tosses aside 
all that for a more con- 
ventional skill level sys- 
tem similar to most 
MMOs. You only gain ex- 
perience for killing a 
creature near your own 
level, and you can't even 
touch more powerful 
ones, which makes solo- 
ing predictably more difficult. The changes 
make many formerly uber weapons and 
armor types useless, or players no longer 
have certification to use them. Medics are 
now much like standard clerics in EverQuest, 
while non-combat classes like entertalners 
and musicians have been sidellned. 
Characters can switch skills but "respecing" 
for a new badge involves a 21-day wait pe- 
riod, even If it's for something you used to 
have. All that being said, the new system ге- 
ally does seem to make more sense and 
feels significantly more Star Wars-esque. In 
punishing its loyalists, Galaxies has become 
a better game. 

Of far greater concern are the sloppy 
bugs and broken or mindlessly repetitive 







[Above] Wookiees and Ithorians alike savor the taste of hoiled Ugnaught pancreas. [upper 
right] Strangely, being a Jedi doesn't help you navigate hetter between trees; The steed 
of choice for all Kaskyyyk Tusken Raiders. [left] Kashyyyk and Endor but still no Hoth? 


quests that break up the flow. Some lead 
you to waypoints where nothing happens, 
or to planet after planet looking for func- 
tionaries who don't exist or go by other 
names, Top it all off with floating NPCs, 
scripting errors, and a general sense of 
rushed incompletion, and you begin to 
wonder, "why bother?” especially since 
nothing in the game suggests any urgency. 
Considering there's supposed to be this 
huge civil war going on, Galaxies continues 
to feel overly sedate. Where Battlefront fea- 
tured AT-ATs, Wookiees offers a six-passen- 
ger V-35 SoroSuub Carrier. 

Rage of the Wookiees is admittedly a 
meaty, critic-proof must-buy for any Galaxies 
subscriber. It's a little ironic that the design- 
ers of an MMO based on a movie synony- 
mous with mainstream took it as a challenge 
to reinvent the wheel. Or that a franchise as- 
sociated with elegance and polish has, in 
the case of Galaxies, had such a tumultuous 
history of revisionism and fan outcry. No 
matter how many coats of paint and sand- 
blasting they keep burying their previous ef- 
forts under, Galaxies still feels like a work in 
progress, even by MMO standards. It's like 
the friend who keeps showing you the latest 
revisions of the novel he's been working on 
for the last seven years. You want to be sup- 
portive, but not as much as you just want 
them to move оп, -Kelly Wand 
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MODS&ENDS 


out of the box 


by Brett Todd 





Just Like Jack 
Thompson's Blues 


Rockstar busts a cap in modding‘ ass, with a little 
help from Jack, Hillary, and Leland 


ЄЗ ackcloth and ash. A few days in the stocks. Maybe 
even a scarlet letter and some on-camera time with 
Simon Cowell. 

Judging by the fulminations of noted anti-game attorney 
Jack Thompson, Senator Hillary Clinton, and California as- 
semblyman Leland Yee, all of these humiliations and more 
are due the bigwigs at Rockstar Games for leaving a sex 
mini-game concealed in Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas. 
Nothing raises the hackles of America more than 
5. S-E-X, so the Hot Coffee controversy has proven 
~ . the perfect chance for cranks to top up their 


"Even though all of 
this horrifying sexi- 
ness was present on 
the game discs, mod- 
ders are still coming 
under scrutiny." 


15 minutes and White House wannabes to prove to the red 
states that they're really not pinko commies hellbent on de- 
stroying the American family. 

And you know what, Rockstar deserves the abuse. But 
not for the scraps of code that let Carl Johnson get his freak 
on in goofy sex romps. The developer actually should be 
taking its lumps for trying to shirk responsibility by issuing a 
statement proclaiming that the mini-game "is the work of a 
determined group of hackers who have gone to significant 
trouble to alter scenes in the official version of the game? 
According to the company, these insidious hackers even 
went so far as"disassembling and then combining, recom- 
piling, and altering the game's source code.’ 

Nice fake-out, guys, although I’m sure that Hot Coffee cre- 
ator Patrick Wildenborg doesn't appreciate your attempt to 
lay this mess on his doorstep. Wildenborg didn't create the 
getting bizzay stuff; Rockstar did. 

Yet the blame-game goes on. Even though all of this horrify- 
ing sexiness was present on the game discs, modders are still 
coming under scrutiny. While Rockstar has chosen to meekly 
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accept the ESRB's decision to re-brand the existing game with 
the dreaded Adults Only rating that scares Wal-Mart bosses 
even more than unions and health care, the finger-pointing 
seems to be sticking. In an interview with GameSpot.com, ESRB 
president Patricia Vance once more regurgitated the falsity that 
Hot Coffee was the result of “a hack, and that the entire prob- 
lem “started with somebody hacking into [the San Andreas] 
source code” That's an interesting way of looking at things, es- 
pecially when you consider that the whole thing actually got 
going when somebody at Rockstar chose to master the game 
discs with this sex content intact, yet disabled. 

Mod criticisms have also given Jack Thompson an excuse 
to broaden his general assault on the gaming industry. As 
soon as the Hot Coffee klatch began to die down, the Miami- 
based lawyer issued a press release damning The Sims 2 for 
“worse” sexual content than that in San Andreas. According to 
him, “videogame news sites” claim that the EA game features 
“full frontal nudity, including nipples, penises, labia, and pubic 
hair"—or at least it does after gamers use the cheat code to 
remove the blur over nudity in the original game and mod- 
ders add naughty bits. Thompson even accused EA of pan- 
dering to pedophiles, who of course are using these mods 
with children in the game to "rehearse" real molestation. 

Wow. Words fail me. But Thompson shouldn't be dis- 
missed as a loon warbling in the night. People react to hot- 
button issues like the sexual exploitation of minors, and are 
typically quick to give in to any knee-jerk measure, however 
extreme, that purports to curb such abuse. The Hot Coffee 
controversy itself is a tempest in a teacup, better illustrating 
America's bizarre discordance over sex and violence than 
anything about computer and videogames corrupting the 
youth of the nation (it seems to have escaped the notice of 
both Thompson and Clinton that San Andreas was never in- 
tended for kids in the first place). Yet it has ended with the 
virtual banning of a game and corporate losses potentially 
as high as $100 million, so we've got to take this sort of at- 
tack seriously, and get ready for the inevitable response by 
the gaming industry. 

And the sad truth is that this response will probably In- 
volve some serious curtailing of modding. If game develop- 
ers and publishers are now fair game for serious crusades 
like these, it would seem that the only sane measure to take 
in response would be to start locking things down. 
(Rockstar's already stated its intention to "increase the secu- 
rity protection" of the San Andreas source code.) The only 
other logical move would be the adoption of stricter end- 
user license agreements that stipulate against the creation 
of certain kinds of modifications, and the retaining of a le- 
gion of lawyers to scour the net for rule-breakers. But that 
seems far too costly and complicated for the nebulous cash 
retura offered by mod-friendly games. 

At any rate, we've rather suddenly moved into a chilly cli- 
mate for modding. In the wake of Hot Coffee, the release of 
a software development kit could be tantamount to inviting 


a lawsuit or, even worse, more grandstanding by the likes of 
Jack Thompson and Hillary Clinton. ва 
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1. Drivin’ and Cryin 

In less controversial San Andreas mod news, David "Racer. S" 
Skctnicki has released version 1.0 of his camera hack mod for the 
Rockstar game. It includes ten new viewing angles, a free-look 
mode, six different speedometer and tachometer panels, and ad- 
justed field-of-view and aspect ratios. In other words, this is a 
great way to fix the default camera angle for driving, which is 
way too high and restrictive (especially for hilly San Fierro, where 
you pretty much need to manually move the camera at most in- 
tersections to avoid head-on collisions). toca.game-editing.net 


2. People Аге Strange 


If you really want to turn The Sims 2 into something out of Jack 
Thompson's nightmares (see opposite page), head to Very 
Strange Sims. This site hosts the most outrageous character 
skins on the web. As of this writing, it hosts such treats as а fe- 
male burn victim in her underwear, old people in adult diapers, 
giant babies, vampires and other forms of the living dead, and 
hot babes with penises. And there's even some very strange 
scenery as well, including satanic altars, devil chairs with 
penises, and golden penis statues. Hmm, sensing a theme here? 


verystrangesims.com 


3. Barbarossa Begins Again 


The Summer Offensive Mapping Contest for Red Orchestra has 


turned out a lot better than the ill-fated Operation Barbarossa 
hed against the Soviet Union in 1941. And 
now seven maps from the map-making challenqe— geared to 
show off new aspects of the award-winning WWI total conver- 
sion's many modes of vehicular combat—have been bundled 
into a 65MB zip. Each map features a minimum of three tanks 
per side, but armor is just about all that they have in common. 
Settings include close quarters in foggy streets, wide-open corn- 
fields, and even a huge map where binoculars are needed to 
sight the enemy. redorchestra.com 


4. D&D and DOOM 3 


Turn DOOM 3 into hack-n-slash goodness with Heliborg’s 
DungeonDoom total conversion. This 22MB file features all of 
the usual DOOM creeps, but in randomly generated dungeon 
mazes that swap the sci-fi of the original game for fantasy over- 
tones. Character classes like the fighter, psi-fighter, and super- 
natural boost the Gygaxian atmosphere, as do magic spells, 
scrolis, and potions, and standard fantasy trappings like, er, traps, 
experience points, and treasure chests. Added pluses include the 
ability to summon a pet pinky demon as sort of an ad hoc famil: 
iar, and a shop where special items can be purchased. There аге 
three different game types, ranging from a relatively easy 20- 
level romp, the 50-level basic game, and a 100-level marathon 
that’s strictly for the hardcore crowd. Overall, DungeonDoom 
ain't exactly Diablo HH, but it's close enough for now. Also, it's re- 
ally, really hard. doom3.filefront.com/file/;43704 
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Capcom’s Killer 7 demonstrates there's more to a game than just the game 


BY TOM CHICK 


Genre Weird Shooter Developer/Publisher Capcom ESRB Mature Platform PS2, Gamecube 


iller 7 hangs together—or doesn't 

hang together as the case may be— 

like a David Lynch movie. It's slow, 
weird, and moody. There are touches of 
Takashi Milke's grotesque languid strange 
and Quentin Tarantino's bloodsport and 
funky patter. It has scenes like the mah- 
jongg stand-off, and a Russlan roulette 
showdown that play out like a combination 
of all three directors. The storytelling is 
strained through an unaggressive anime fil- 
ter, drawn with bold shaded artwork featur- 
ing the hard lines and broad flat planes of 
color you might see in a comic book. It's 
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often bright and playful, never just merely 
Japanese and never juvenile. It's got gen- 
uine style. It's different. And that's not in- 
tended as an apology. 

But the fact of the matter is that more 
people will dislike Killer 7 than like it, simply 
because it's not much of a game. The basic 
premise is that you're an assassin with a 
split personality, each being a different 
character you can use. You run along nar- 
row paths that pass through lots of loading 
screens. Killer 7 is not above cheap rounds 
of whack-a-mole or corpse-recovery runs. 
Long stretches are only barely interactive. It 
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(left to right] Although !wazaru's eyes are sewed shut 
and he’s perpetually shushing you, he knows a thing 
or two; Coyote the thief picks locks and handles long 
jumps; Kaedie can slit her wrist to spray blood that 
will reveal hidden messages and passageways. 


has shooting, an RPG layer, some puzzles, 
and a few boss battles, but these are all 
pretty much a formality for linking together 
bits of the story. Games like this are few and 
far between, often skulking below your 
radar and uncomfortable in any genre, from 
the Residents' seriously weird 1995 en- 
deavor, Bad Day on the Midway, to last year's 
Siren, a zombie telepathy stealth game with 
a shuffled narrative. 

These curios are like the adventure 
games derided as pixel hunts by the peo- 
ple who don't get them, but there's more 
to a game than the gameplay. The irony is 
that the latest Resídent Evil, a decent but 
glib shooting game with an utterly stupid 
story, is praised to high heaven while 
something as well-written as Killer 7 is dis- 
missed despite an almost identical struc- 
ture. If you want more from your games, 
you're going to have to look for it, because 
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The weak link of Killer 7 is the game part of the game. 


this sort of thing is lost on most of the 
kids who write for the magazines and 
websites. 

The story is tinted by the foreign ob- 
server's fascination with America, but un- 
like Max Payne, the writers have a good ear. 
Unlike the Metal Gear Solid games, they're 
not ponderous and overly earnest. There's a 
rare earthiness in Killer 7, vibrant and meas- 
ured. The writing isn't showy, but it's always 
arresting. "There's some nasty shit cooking 
in this kitchen,’ says the eyeless ghost of 
one of your victims while you search a 
sushi restaurant to assassinate the chef, 
"and it ain't momma's fried chicken" "God 
has oomph,” the ghost says while you're 
looking for a religious leader, "God has 
vigor. God shuns the everyday.’ A recently 
killed victim predicts your death and says, 
“I'll be waiting for you with a grin as wide 
as the truth" The disembodied head of a 
molested child occasionally appears and 
speaks to you in weird hisses, qroans, and 
creaks, translated in text interspersed with 
obscure emoticons. 

Killer 7 is told from a strange point of 
view: Japan watching the United States 
struggle with religious extremism, elec- 
tions, and terrorism. There are tweaks at 
collectible toys, fighting games, and 
comics, but the real subtext is a dead em- 
pire handing the baton to a dying empire. 
"Listen up, killer” a ghost says, "This coun- 
try is pumped" When asked what a con- 
spiracy to rig American elections means, 
the villain replies, “I’m Japanese. How the 
hell should | know?“ only to saunter off and 
literally sit at the crossroads between the 
two countries’ destruction or salvation. The 
whole thing is a disconcerting pungent 
cultural stew that will get bad reviews be- 
cause it's not bound by the simple de- 
mands of gameplay or traditional Story- 
telling. It's brilliant and obscure and like all 
the best satire, you probably don't even 
know that it's laughing at you. M 








Take that you Wolverine! 3 


NCAA Football 06 


Catch the damn bal! 








Genre Better-than-NFL Football 
Developer EA Tiburon Publisher EA Sports 
ESRB Everyone Platform PS2, Xbox 


erhaps the biggest criticism of NCAA 
2005 was that wide receivers dropped 
too many open passes. Fast-forward one 
year and the biggest problem with NCAA 
06 is that wide receivers drop toa many 
open passes. That is, unless that pass is 50 
yards downfield. 

EA Sports continues to get this part of 
football backwards. It is easier to thraw a 
bomb than it is to complete an eight-yard 
curl. On top of that the stat engine, which 
used to be just fine, is totally braken as 
quarterbacks finish the season with ridicu- 
lously gaudy stats. In order for this sim en- 
gine to make sense, the real Matt Leinart 
will need to end the year completing 75% 
of his passes, and throwing 45 TDs and one 
interception. That's unlikely. 

The game this year is all about big plays 
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The graphics are slightly better this year, particularly on the Xbox. 








because of the inclusion of “Impact Players." 
These guys take over a game, turning into 
near superhuman athletes. Everything takes 
on a more arcade slant as most contests 
end up in high-scoring shootouts. 

There are significant improvements such 
as a more effective CPU offense, an interest- 
ing "Race for the Heisman’ feature, and a 
new Dynasty model with in-season recruit- 
ing. Still, playing against the Al is problem- 
atic because of its rigid game planning. You 
can stay in a prevent defense ail game long 
and the Al won't adjust its play calling. If 
you are running all over the CPU, it can t ad- 
just to put more players in the box. The Al is 
simply on autopilot, 

However, as 3 multiplayer game оп XSL 
or the same machine, NCAA Qo 15 an ab- 
solute blast. Taking the Al out of the equa- 
tion and battling another human, particu- 
larly in а multiplayer hotseat Dynasty when 
you are recruiting against your buddies, is 
infinitely more enjoyable. 

When EA Sports decides to fix what's bro- 
ken, specificalty the dropped passes and 
deep passing game, itll have another A-list 
football game on its hands. Until then, 
NCAA cremains Madden's pesky younger 
brother. - William Abner 
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Meteos 


The atmosphere. Ahhhh. 


Ж Ж Ж Ж 


Genre High-speed Puzzle Thing 
Developer Q Entertainment Publisher Nintendo 
ESRB Everyone Platform DS 





nternet photocomic Leisuretown deftly 

summed up puzzle games as "Shit Keeps 

Falling.’ The shit in question in Meteos is 
"phantasmagoric" matter from the evil (evil!) 
planet Meteo. And wouldn't you know it, if 
they stack too high, the world ends. What 
sets these Meteos apart from the colored 
blocks, gems, and blobs you've been lining 
up all these years is that when they line up, 
they don't just disappear. They turn into rock- 
ets that launch all the blocks above them to- 
ward the top of the screen, AKA “space.” 

This sets the stage for interesting game- 
play variants. The planets under attack have 
varying gravity, playfield width, and other 
quirks that keep things fresh as you play. It's 


SUCCESS! 


Sid Meier s Pirates! 


2K Games/Everyone/Xbox ж x 

In the Xbox version of Pirates!, the 
Caribbean has been reduced to the size 
of a bathtub in which it takes half as long 
to get anywhere. Further catering to im- 
patient console gamers, you can occa- 
sionally subvert the rules with a quick 
button-pressing minigame. The dueling 
and dancing interface is poorly adapted 
to the gamepad, and the stealth game is 
even more frustrating now that it's 
played from a confounding third-person 
view. The only consolation is that you get 
fast and superficial multiplayer ship bat- 
tles that are entertaining for all of about 
ten minutes. But none of this changes 
that fact that Pirates! is still an excellent 
game. For your PC. -Tom Chick 
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got the perfect learning curve for a portable 
title: easy to pick up, moderately difficult to 
get the hang of, and very challenging to last 
forever in the modes where you align 'til the 
end of the world. And it's played in short 
frantic bursts of 3-5 minutes. 

It's got wireless multiplayer off of a sin- 
gle cart, super production values, and a va- 
riety of modes, challenges, and unlock- 
ables. About the only major drawback is 
the frustration that comes from stylus mis- 
hits once the tempo hits high speeds. 
That's fairly significant. Less so: Star Trip 
modes add an extra goa! at each stage that 
must satisfied or you're forced down the 
"losing" path. On the one hand, it's extra 
challenging. But on the other, that's be- 
cause meeting some of the goals is de- 
pendent on your Al opponent(s) not dying 
too quickly, which they often do, even on 
the higher difficulties. Alas, sometimes the 
Al beats itself and you're left there holding 
your stylus in your hand. 

Meteos creator Tetsuya Mizuguchi is 
known for deftly combining action and 
music, from the classic Rez to other faves 


Colosseum: 
Road to Freedom 


Koei/Teen/PS2 x * 

It may be five years too late to properly rip 
off Gladiator, but Ertain gives it the old со/- 
legium try with Colosseum: Road to 
Freedom. This beat-em-up plops you in an- 
cient Rome as a gladiator battling for the 
denarii needed to buy freedom. Neat con- 
ceit, even if Ridley Scott had it first. 
Problem is, most of your bloodlust comes 
from unresponsive controls and a camera 
more likely to show barbarian backs than 
the trident about to turn your head into 
shish-ka-bob. And thanks to dreary daily 
training and eating sequences, this might 
be the dullest game ever made about vi- 
cious duels to the death. Morituri te salu- 
tant, indeed. -Brett Todd 
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Ng falls down. 


Space Channel 5 and the recent Lumines for 
the PSP. And now he's done it again with 
Meteos. -Matthew Gallant 





Coded Arms 


Konami/Teen/PSP Ж * * 

Coded Arms should probably come in a 
brown paper wrapper with the letters 
"FPS" stenciled across the front as it's 
about as unimaginative and generic as 
can be. Upgradeable weapons lend it 
some open-ended leveling and a lot of 
busywork as you swap around guns to 
make sure you're shooting bullets at bugs 
and lasers at robots. Or is it the other way 
around? No matter. It works fine and even 
has a bit of a Nethack vibe as it progresses 
through random-ish dungeons. It also 
demonstrates that with a little adapting, 
your fingers can aim well enough using 
the four buttons on the right side of the 
PSP. This will do just fine unti! the real first- 
person shooters come out. -TC 
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revisionist history 


The Adventures of 
Cookie and Cream 


Can't we all just get along? 





stitute for sitting in the same room with a buddy or three, 
= firing up a console, and repeatedly kicking each other's butts, 
At least that's the idea that has been drubbed into our heads 
ever since Combat was big on the Atari 2600. Truth be told, co- 
operative games can offer an even better experience, but no- 
body seems to be paying attention. 

Consoles are natural extensions of the ravenous, braying ar- 
cade machines that sucked 
old-school geeks into gaming 
faster than they sucked quar- 
ters out of our pockets. As 
with the majority of modern 
console games, many older 
coin-op games revolved 
around solitaire gameplay. 
We were geeks, after all, and 
there was no guarantee that 
we had friends to play with. 
There were certainly plenty of 
mullet-topped, smelly 
strangers to play against, so 
most of the other machines 
crowding the arcade floor 
were fighting, sports, or rac- 
ing games where it was easy 
to face off against scores of nameless, faceless foes. 

Of course, some of us did have friends, and for every ten or 
twenty Mortal Kombat, Ms. Pac-Man, or Defender ca binets there 
was one, lonely machine that catered to cooperative rather than 
competitive gamers. Gauntlet, Double Dragon, Teenage Ninja 
Mutant Turtles—all were good, but all fell into two main camps: 
top-down fighting games, or side-scrolling fighting games 


5 orget online multiplayer. Every gamer knows there's no sub- 


where players merely helped each other beat the holy hell out of 


loads of baddies. Despite their cooperative aspects, they also 
had distinct competitive undertones ("Dammit, Red Warrior! / 


needed that food!"), and all could be won by a single player with 


enough skill or cash to plow through the odds. 

Sadly, these traits have transferred over to nearly every coop- 
erative console дате ever produced. Contra, X-Men Legends, 
Halo—you name it—co-op mode is fantastic, but having a 





buddy along isn't essential to either enjoy or complete the 
game. Even more sadly, two rabbits and a bold publisher 
showed us just what the cooperative genre could do way back 
in 2001, and nobody has raised the bar since. 

This genre-defining game, of course, is The Adventures of 
Cookie and Cream. While not underrated, it is criminally over- 
looked, to the detriment of every PS2 owner who pines for 
something different. Never mind the preschool-friendly title, the 
cutesy graphics, the zany soundtrack, or the seemingly shallow 
gameplay. Cookie and Cream is the purest cooperative game 
ever released for a console, and arguably the purest cooperative 
game ever released, period. 

Most of the time you work your way up one side of the 
screen, manipulating objects and solving puzzles to eliminate 
obstacles that prevent the progress of your partner on the other 
side of the screen. This is all relatively straightfonvard, but a re- 
lentless countdown timer is always ticking and if either of you is 
messing around when it hits zero 11% game over. 

Homophobes have plenty of latitude to take up their regular 
positions at opposite ends of the couch, but the simple control 
scheme also provides the po- 
tential to make this the best 
date game ever. If you can 
find a date willing to play a 
PS2 game in the first place, 
youre already batting a thou- 
sand, but consider this: two 
people can play using the 
same controller. There's na 
avoiding rubbing shoulders 
in that situation, so it's advis- 
able to wedge a copy of 
Cookie and Cream between 
that dusty Titanic OVD and 
shrink-wrapped Michael 
Bolton CD you're saving for à 
special occasion. 

Тһе game's innovative 
mechanisms, memorable levels, and consistently solid design 
are all worthy of praise, but bevond that it deserves to be re- 
membered, and played, for defining what a cooperative game 
should be. It provides, at last, а multiplayer game where you ab- 
solutely need someone else's help to win, and there is no incen- 
tive whatsoever to be greedy or petty. If you don't work tirelessly 
to help your partner, you're just as screwed as they are, and the 
effects are amazing. Instead of berating and hobbling each 
other, you instantly slip into the role of crewmembers on ап em- 
battled ship. each knowing his or her job, each offering a steady 
stream of encouragement and advice as you both work toward а 
common goal. It's a unique experience, and that's the problem. 
We need to demand more games like this, more which let us 
play together and improve our chances of getting laid. 

Are you with me, or against me? S 
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| Two new Harvest Moon games are the same as their predecessors, only 


with girl-friendly skins By TOM CHICK 


omen dig Harvest Moon, but it 

takes a seriously macho dude, one 

secure in his masculinity, to play 
these games. ІС5 gotten even worse with 
the latest versions, Harvest Moon: 
Another Wonderful Life (Natsume/ 
Gamecube %') and Harvest Moon: 
More Friends of Mineral Town 
(Gameboy ж Жж), which have Japanese 
titles that essentially translated into Girls’ 
Harvest Moon. It isn't because they're only 
for girls; it's just that this time, your char- 
acter is a little girl. Both have you spend- 
ing a good deal of your time petting 
cows, nuzzling chickens, playing with 
puppies, and watering tomato plants. But 
to progress into the later, family-rearing 
chapters, you have to flirt with boys and 
convince them to marry you. Men may 
not be man enough to deal with this. 

On one hand, the Harvest Moon games 
fil the farm tycoon-shaped hole left since 
SimFarm. You plant and tend crops, harvest 
| them, raise livestock, sell produce, and up- 
| grade tools and facilities. But on the other 
| hand, theres the RPG time management 
| element of The Sims. Once your chores are 
done, you spend the rest of your day so- 
cializing in town, fishing, or digging up 
treasure from a nearby excavation site. 

These are leisurely pastoral RPGs, en- 
tirely without combat or exploration. 
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They're about the slow steady progres- 
sion of nature around you: plants grow, 
seasons change, families form, children 
grow up, characters age and even die. It's 
a unique design, as delicate and poised as 
the Japanese watercolors that fix a tiny 
character in a landscape. 

Unfortunately, these two latest ver- 
sions are cheap ploys to reissue the same 
games with a girl-friendly skin Job. You're 
in the same towns, interacting with the 
same characters, doing the same things, 
with only a couple of minor tweaks. The 
only practical consequence of this flimsy 
gender-bending act is that the girls in the 
Gamecube version get to choose among 
three absolute losers for their mates. Do 
you pick the dippy hippie, the brooding 
jerk, or the psycho frat boy? 

At least on the Gameboy, there are eight 
boys to choose from. As with the original 
versions, More Friends of Mineral Town is 
much better, trading the Gamecube's 
graphics for more flexibility, structure, and 
strategy. Quite simply, theres more game 
on the handheld version. Whereas the 
Gamecube presents a kid-friendly sand- 
box, the Gameboy version works as a seri- 
ous SimFarm substitute, with more goals, 

Only the Gameboy version has elf slaves working for 


you; The way to a man’s heart Is through crass gift- 
giving; After your chores, it's a day on the town. 
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Girls, girls, girls! Another Wonderful Life isn't so | 
wonderful; Popping the question. 


more ways to make money, more upgrad- 
ing, more distinct seasons, and more char- 
acter management. For instance, on the 
Gamecube, you have to fiddle with the 
controller to water every last square in 
your field; on the Gameboy version, you 
just buy better technology to water more 
squares at once. The Gameboy offers a 
sense of hacking your farmstead out of the 
wilderness, collecting resources, clearing 
land, and even pressing forest elves into 
service. However you look at it, the hand- 
held version is more of a man's game, but 
they're both rip-offs if you've already 
played Harvest Moon. 
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our man in Japan 


by Shou Suzuki 


The War Advances 


Intelligent Systems lifts strategy gaming to new places 
with Advance Wars: Dual Strike 





ne is a pot-bellied military man with sunglasses and a 

dapper smile on his face, his speech laden with cruel 

obscenities directed at his troops. Another wears silver 
armor over his green commander's duds, affecting a knight's 
nobility and possessing a killer handlebar mustache. Then 
there's the Santa Claus-a- 
like, and the boy with 
kabuki face paint. 

These are some of the 

Commanding Officers. of 
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Advance Wars: Dual Strike, a ЕТА} 
= -! 

the DS sequel to бал @дд эъ 
шәл 


Nintendo's long-running 
series of strategy games. 
It's been out in Japan since 
June, and should have 
only just now stormed U.S. 
shores. It combines the 
frenetic mind games of a 
fighting game with tradi- 
tional strategy. 

COs are the focus of in- 
novation this time, like the 
races you might choose in 
an RTS. While each CO in past games came with special 
powers, advantages, and disadvantages, the COs in Dual 
Strike also power up over the course of the campaign. Force 
powers of nine varying levels can be fit into a limited num- 
ber of slots for each CO, giving unique benefits on the bat- 
tlefield. COs can also collaborate for unique team attacks. 
Sometimes, they'll lead two battles at once. 

This makes Dual Strike what | call a game of war miracles. 
instead of the usual attrition, sneaking, probing, building 
up, and stand-offs, Dual Strike marches apace with a palpa- 
ble sense of desperation as the equivalent of atomic bombs 
shake the battlefields. These super-powerful CO powers go 
off like out-of-control bottle rockets, making everything 
more unpredictable and frightening. You'll run into situa- 
tions where a tag team of ruthless commanders creates а 
black hole of unit fury by getting two turns with 50% 
higher attack or other ridiculously powerful combos. Then 
the А! retaliates in kind. 

But rest assured, you can completely ignore these new el- 
ements for the traditionally paced Advance Wars feel. Dual 
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Mare Advanced, indeed. 
















Strike is meticulously balanced enough that you're not just 
indulging in atomic bomb-style battle antics. i've still had to 
соте up with some of the most devious strategies I’ve ever 
needed in a turn-based strategy game. 

The new mechanics also alleviate any lingering com- 
plaints that developer Intelligent Systems delights too much 
іп puzzle scenarios. While the range of tactics might not be 
Clear at first, Intelligent System's tweaked gameplay does a 
super job of unlocking your inner Machiavelli. 

And after you're done with a campaign, there are lots of 
new gadgets woven into the fabric of the дате. Combat 
Mode is a real-time style of play that's not so much strategy 
as itis a charmingly irresistible mini-game. Survival Mode 
puts your ingenuity to the test on every map with three sep- 
arate objectives to structure it; passing all of them with fly- 
ing colors just might take me the rest of the year. Then there 
are all the DS's native enhancements: stylus control, eight- 
player WiFi multiplayer, and tons of unlockables that help 
make this diminutive cartridge 
yet another supremely addictive 
long-term timesink. 

Since its days on the Famicon, 
the Wars series has had the 
moniker of whatever platform it 
has appeared on, hence Advance 
Wars for the Gameboy Advance. 
It was the sister series to Fire 
Emblem since the late '30s. When 
it reappeared in 2001 as Advance 
2 Wars for the U.S., there was a 
—2 long, illogical delay before it ar- 
rived in Japan, which an- 
gered long-time fans and 
killed a lot of its popular- 
ity here. Though Nintendo 
tried to appeal to nostal- 
gia by calling it Famicom 
Wars and running com- 
mercials that recalled the 
original game's famous 
first ads, it sank like one of 
Commuanding Officer 
Drake's submarines. 

So now it appears as if 
the future of the series 
lies with its U.S. fan base. 
But I have my doubts 
whether such a fan base, 
one attracted to the 
game's simple charm, will accept Dua! Strikes new style of 
atomic destruction. lronically enough, Japanese players 
are hardly flinching at this new dynamic. 

Qne things for sure: Dual Strike will keep its Advance Wars 
branding for the U.S., but not just because of the name of 
the platform it's on. Look instead to Intelligent Systems in- 
creasingly ambitious attempt to lift strategy gaming to 
newer places. Advance, indeed. Ш 
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The Higher Education of Gaming 
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Is Apolyton University, an online school for players of Sid Meier's Civilization, a model for discovering 


the next generation of talent? 


f magine an online university, run by gamers, dedicated to 
Т helping you become a better player and maybe even а 

Б game designer. There's no tuition, and you're free to par- 
ticipate however you like. You might browse materials lock- 
ing for strategies. Maybe you enroll in a few courses. Not 
only do professors actually read your ideas, they give exten- 
sive feedback. They even let you run your own course, if you 
think you can do it better. If you're really lucky, maybe a 
game company will take an interest in your talent and turn 
this interest into a career. 
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"Imagine an online university, run by 
gamers, dedicated to helping you 
become a better player” 


Does that sound far-fetched? Well, it's not. In fact, it's 
happening right now at Apolyton University (AU), an on- 
line university of Civilization players at Apolyton.net. AU is 
a group of players who have mastered the basics of Civ 
and want to learn more, starting by redesigning the game 
rules to make it more challenging. There are roughly 24 
courses, ranging from OCC, the "One City Challenge" (play- 
ers must win with only ane city, which is an insane, but 
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fun, strategy) to "Give Peace a Chance," a course challeng- 
ing students to win through economic and diplomatic 
means. All of these courses are free online, and anyone 
can participate. 

AU may sound like a curiosity, just another odd web 
community, but it's gathered the interest of researchers 
trying to improve online education. University of 
Wisconsin-Madison researcher Levi Giovanetto has been 
studying AU as a model of a “self-organizing learning com- 
munity,’ one that spontaneously emerges in the name of 
learning something. AU, with its courses and Dean, і а 
striking example of such a community, but it's hardly the 
only one; sites such as Slashdot.org, Hogwarts Online, or 
Dailykos.com all thrive based on their participants' desire 
to learn, and their need for a vibrant community to sup- 
port that learning. 

If you've ever taken an online course, you know that they 
usually lack the energy, collaboration, genuine curiosity, and 
deep learning typical to these communities, Most online 
courses are little more than a list of assigned readings, pro- 
fessor's notes, and a perfunctory discussion forum. As they 
struggle to retain students, places like AU have hundreds of 
people voluntarily enrolling in courses, contributing tens of 
thousands of posts, and working hard to keep a learning 
community going. 

Unlike schools, most self-organizing communities are ac- 
tually organized around learning. The core practice of AU in- 
volves "students" all playing a custom saved game file, tak- 
ing notes, and comparing them through During Action 
Reports (DARs), which are detailed logs cf what players 
were thinking and doing. The main idea behind DARS is for 
players to reflect on their decisions and gain access into 
how other players think about their games. DARs allow new 
players to see the game as more advanced players do, inter- 
preting game scenarios, problems, and solutions through 
more expert lenses. Because Civilization is such an open- 
ended game, there any number of viable strategies and AU 
students report that part of the fun is learning from the cre- 
ativity of other gamers. 

Cognitive science researchers call this practice of creating 
problem spaces where novices can see how experts frame, 
approach, and solve a problem "making cognition visible” 
This is a core feature of traditional apprenticeships but curi- 
ously absent from schools. For the past few decades, educa- 
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tors have been investigating how to transform classrooms 
from "knowledge dump" environments, where teachers 
present information and students recite it back, to "cognitive 
apprenticeships,’ where students work in teams and with ex- 
perts to solve the kinds of complex problems they will face 
outside of schools. 


As more educators look for ways to use games for learn- 
ing, self-organizing learning communities such as AU illus- 
trate the importance of looking beyond game technologies 
and also see the social changes that they are a part of. 
Customization and mod tools amplify the ever-blurring lines 
between consumers and producers. Making mods, scenarios, 
game movies, or, in this case, “courses,” is a natural extension 
of participation with the medium. And no one denies access 
based on a lack of credentials; kids from Croatia can partici- 
pate right along side PhDs in artificial intelligence. 

It's no secret that game companies are looking toward 
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In which the current Literary Merits of videogame 
dialogue are delicately and respectfully re-examined at 
precisely column-length, and then same 










\) A fj riting games seems to be 
uda harder than lighting them. 
У WU Most games feature dialogue 
of some kind, whether it's spoken or 
appears in a text window de- 
signed to resemble a themati- ¢ 
cally appropriate ancient scroll 
or a futuristic PDA to help 
spice up your impatient skim- 
ming experience. With the ex- 
ception of any subgenre that 
includes the letters RPG in it, 
few reviews comment on the 
quality of a game's writing, 
even if every other aspect of 
the sound design from the 
music to the sound effects 
tends to receive at least pass- 
ing mention. That's because | 
the industry standards for writing remain embarrassingly 
low, even when compared to other forms of mass entertain- 
ment in this digitally disposable age. 

It's a bit sad that even now, after years of stability, innova- 
tion, and refinement, nobody in the game industry (or out 








mod makers, demo programmers like those Will Wright re- 
cruited for Spore, and even game communities for the next 
generation of talent. Participation in such communities de- 
mands that you solve complex problems, learn to communi- 
cate effectively with diverse people, and work in cross-func- 
tional teams, something rarely required in classrooms. It will 
be interesting to see how the next generation of creators 
develops. Will they spend their evenings and weekends on 
homework that only their teachers (and maybe parents) will 
read, or will they spend it in places like Apolyton University, 
where they can develop skills in pursuit of their interests, 
developing contacts and social networks that open possibil- 
ities far beyond school alone. 


Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire are co directors of The Education 
Arcade, which is based at MIT and the University of Wisconsin- 
Madison. More informalion on the progiam can be found at 
educationarcade.orq 
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of it) expects the dialoque in the products they market so 
fervently to possess much artistic value. Companies that can 
afford it go to the trouble of recruiting A-list actors to regur- 
gitate excruciatingly sophomoric exclamations for hours on 
end that wouldn't pass muster in a Taco Bell ad. The average 
game dialogue can make the most seasaned performer in 
the world feel like Bill Murray shooting the whiskey com- 
mercial in Lost in Translation. The actors voices sound so for- 
lorn, you can hear them dying a little more with each pass- 
ing syllable: “Is this what my profession's become?" 

The field has admittedly had its share of cherished chas- 
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primitive types of today 
courteously accord the 
statues on Easter island.” 
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sics. Standout exceptions immediately come to mind: 
Planescape Torment, Grim Fandango, The Last Express, and 
Barbie Horse Adventures Mystery Ride. But shrinking develop- 
ment cycles mean things will only get worse. Just as compa: 
nies finally seem to be starting to care about writing, they 


"The cackroaches who replace 
us will someday regard our 
cutscene dialogue and box art 
with the creeped-out awe we 
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have no time to worry about it. With games having to hit 
store shelves by a certain date on pain of death, whether 
they crash on installation or suffer from multiple memory 
leaks, it's hard to make a compelling case for worrying 
about stuff as irrelevant as words or narrative. Why gum up 
the works even further over stuff that's purely subjective, 
with truly apocalyptic network driver support issues already 
clouding the horizon? 

The most common (and self-fulfilling) defense for not car- 
ing about the writing is the flat declaration that games are 
for kids, which says a lot about the speaker's attitude toward 
both games and kids. There's not much wrong with this 
stance, so long as the industry is content to continue being 
culturally perceived as mind-numbing juvenilia. 

Another justification for the apathy is that games are 
unique in structure, pacing, and interactivity, and in turn 
simply shouldn't be held to the same standards as films or 
TV, let alone books. A more salient but less-uttered point is 
that unlike movies, games become completely obsolete 
after only a few years, as next-gen technologies continu- 
ously render last summer's classics crude, ugly, and un- 
playable. To slave over something that will enjoy an 
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ephemeral existence of a year at best seems ridiculous, es- 
pecially with no outcry from the audience forcing the issue. 
But by that logic, why slave over any of it? 

Moreover, this crazy headlang forward momentum of 
tech just can't last. What ten years ago was a full-blown 
fiber-optic revolution is finally showing signs of leveling off. 
There will come a point in human history when games will 
be designed, played, and preserved in amber, mylar, and 
carbonite as lasting monuments of a rich artistic heritage. 
Museums will enshrine their best and brightest classics for 
future generations wearing cumbersome Hazmat suits to 
discover and gingerly enjoy, and the cockroaches who re- 
place us will someday regard our cutscene dialogue and 
box art with the creeped-out awe we primitive types of 
today courteously accord the head statues on Easter Island. 
Ah, the Circle of Life. 

Writing dynamic, interesting, memorable dialogue for 
games (or anything) isn't easy, but shouldn't it at least be 
desirable? It's so much easier, faster, and cheaper to fix than 
virtually any other aspect of game development, and still it 
goes neglected. Granted, there is no persuasive evidence 
that literary excellence affects the bottom line; it's really 
more a matter of professionalism, of pride in the finished 
product. It's about being taken seriously, and that distinc- 
tion may in fact ultimately affect the bottom line a great 
deal. Sure, no one's gone broke yet making a game with fan- 
tastic graphics and gameplay and horrible writing. But if 
you're going to hire the best graphic artists and program- 
mers in the world, why skimp elsewhere? Film studios are al- 
ready doing it. If they can get Michael Chabon to write 
Spider-Man 2, what's so crazy about commissioning Gore 
Vidal to write Doom IV? 

Let's at least find out what that would cost before making 
a final decision. 


Next month: Chimps! 


ADVERTISERS 


2K Games 2kgames.com ...16-17, 21, 23, Inside Back 


Bethesda bethsoft.com ................. NC CERE УНГУ: 
КЕНЕ Кр S CO е ли... ERI 85 
COM GOL oos oe Е TT & 

Creative Labs creative.com .................................. 27 
jah МОЗОРИ Back Cover 
Microsoft microsoft.com ....,....................... 4-5, 31, 37 
Mountaln Dew ттоийпїаїп@езу.сот\....‚.......................29 
Now Playing nowplayingmag com ........ P t ae E 10 
Sony Online Entertainment station.sony.com ................ 15 
Vivendi Universal vugames.com .............................2-3 
бк! Gio! DOR ДАДА MEME wet СИУ Е 9 

Malsgiguncediocom s. o DLE SL о. a 41 














ТАШ Шү TOM CHICK | 


Dra (| Sele 


After the two long dry weeks 


N t's difficult. In fact, | have it so bad that | couldn't care less 
1 about vital issues like the Chinese gold farmers on 

) Frostwolf, the MTV special on the Xbox 360, the server 
browser in Battlefield 2, or even Hot Coffee. None of that 
matters. The Federal Trade Commission can come to my 
house and put new AO stickers on all my M-rated games. 
See if | care. l've got other things to worry about. 

Like the dreams. Freud and Jung would have a field day 
with me. l've been having drag-select dreams lately. In 
these dreams, l'm looking at the world —sometimes at my 
girlfriend, sometimes at my mom, sometimes at a cat | had 
when I was seven—and l'm pulling down a box, usually 
from the upper left to the lower right, and wondering why 


ш:-------------- ---------- 


intolerable” 


eee eee 221 i 


the stuff inside isn't selected when ! release the left mouse 
button. So | try it again. And again. And again. 115 not 
working. Why isn't it working? | try it again. And again. 
Then | wake up. 

| just spent two weeks away from my computer on a pu- 
tative vacation, which wouldn't be so bad if ! had my PS2 or 
Xbox, or even my Gamecube. But | didn't. | didn't even have 
a handheid gaming system, or even Minesweeper on my cell 
phone. You know what that means? Two weeks without 
gaming of any kind. Cold turkey. Like going back in time to 
the pre-Coleco 705, to a time before games existed. 

It was what | imagine detox might be like. Easy enough 
on day one. Tough on days two and three. Nearly intolera- 
ble on day four. Almost Ewan-McGregor-seeing-the-baby- 
on-the-ceiling intolerable. Day five was the other side of the 
hump. On days six and seven, | was ill at ease, but some- 
times | had to think to remember why. 

After that first week, it was easy enough for long 
stretches. But then something would remind me. Maybe I'd 
watch a movie with a shootout (hey, ! could be playing Max 
Payne or Timesplitters: Future Perfect) or a scene of a march- 





“By day four it was almost 
Ewan-McGregor-s 


the-baby-on-the-ceilinc 


ing army (Rise of Nations has marching armies), or maybe 
even see a snippet from Lord of the Rings (which didn't make 
me think of anything by Electronic Arts, but of my Orc 
Hunter in World of Warcraft). | saw A Very Long Engagement 
and was reminded of the World War | levels in Painkiller. 

And here's the really sad part. l'd read about the Iraqis 
struggling with their new constitution, or the Chinese de- 
linkíng their currency from the American dollar, and this is 
what would pop up іп my head: “How about that Battlefield 
2?"| was experiencing some residual associations, but was 
otherwise kicking it just fine. 

But then | got back and it was like | needed to make up 
for the two long dry weeks by extended sessions of gam- 
ing and nothing but. І mainly did RTSs, 
which my therapist says explains the 
drag select dreams. But then | tell him 


eenna- about the other dreams I've had, most of 


them having to do with interfaces that 
don't work. You've probably all had 
falling block dreams after binging on 
Tetris. But are the blocks not turning and 
falling the way you want them to? That’s 
what happens in my falling blocks dreams. Have you had 
dreams about trying to switch spells in Diablo using 
remapped keys that don't work? What about dreams in 
which your dual analog stick is inverted and reversed? Or 
dreams where you pressing the X button to speed through 
dialogue and it's not working? They're the hardcore 
gamer's equivalent of those dreams where a monster is 
chasing you and you're trying to run away, but you can't 
quite get your feet to run without messing up the rhythm. 

Dr. Dysart says it's a sign that l'm frustrated because | 
can't escape completely into the world of games, but 
think it's just that bad interfaces can be upsetting. Besides, 
! tell him that no one would want to do that, and that he 
obviously hasn't seen TRON. And then | have dreams about 
trying to get the lightcycles to turn at the last minute to 
squeeze into the gab between two trails, but it's like I’m 
playing with a ping in the high 700s. Some of the guys in 
group totally know what l'm talking about. Which reminds 
me of the conversation trees in a Bioware RPG, and һом | 
have an extra dialogue option because my gaming skill is 
so high. Xi 
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